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PREFACE

This report on the methodological and metascientific problems of symbolic
interactionism has been made possible by the support of the Belgian "Nationaal
Fonds voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek". Thanks to this support it was possible for
me to spend several months tackling these issues. The study isn't finished yet, but
already some important steps are made and described in this report. A final report
will be prepared for publication.

Having a teaching position at the K.U.Leuven it was also important that the
academic authorities granted me a leave of absence for six months. It was during
this period that I could write this report. During this time I could also rely very
much on the help of my collaborators, who took care of some of my obligations.
For this reason I want to thank the academic authorities of the K.U. Leuven and my
collaborators, Mr. M. Ruebens, Mrs. M. Van Eyken, Mrs. M. Van Aggelpoel, Mrs. K. Van
Hoof, Mrs. A. Boedt and Mrs. M. Clement. Thanks also to my colleages Professor J.
Billiet and Professor R. Vandenberghe who took care of the guidance of the
(research) projects of my research unit. Last but not least, I like to thank
professor C.S. Kao of the Graduate Institute of Sociology of Tunghai University
(Taichung, Taiwan) for all the support, scientific and material, which he has granted
me during the time I was working there. The time I could spend there has been
very rewarding for my work and will open new opportunities for collaboration.

It should be stressed as well that this report couldn't have been written without the
support of the American Council of Learned Societies (New York). In 1980 this
organization granted me a fellowship to work for six months at the University of
California at Santa Barbara. At this school I could rely on the extremely important
help of Professor Tamotsu Shibutani who was a participant and a critical observer
of the development of Symbolic Interaction. His support and inspiration had an
important impact on this work.

Leuven, 1 September 1989                Jef C. VerhoevenJ
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PREFACE (2nd edition)

Minor corrections have been made to the first edition of 1989. These corrections
I mainly owe to Mr. Stefan Bekaert, Mrs. G. Voet, and Tinne Verhoeven.

In this report only the interviews are discussed. Literature and interviews will later
be related.

April 1995 J.C. Verhoeven



CHAPTER 1. RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND
METHODS OF RESEARCH

1. Introduction

In the last ten years there has been a lot of discussion whether H. Blumer was the
real heir of G.H. Mead or not. Some of Blumer's critics, known as the "Illinois
Revisionists", have contended that H. Blumer was not the best interpreter  of G.H.
Mead (Lewis, 1976; Lewis and Smith, 1980; McPhaill and Rexroat, 1979; McPhail
and Rexroat, 1980). Following their criticism Blumer not only interpreted Mead
wrongly, but he would have been influenced by other pragmatists (W. James, J.
Dewey) who took a more individualist stance. This thesis is however denied by
others (e.g. Johnson and Picou, 1985) and by H. Blumer himself. I do not intend to
open here that discussion again, except that I will look for evidence in relation to the
question if H. Blumer was a emergentist or a reductionist.

A kind of historiography of Symbolic Interactionism (S.I.) and its different
approaches has also been popular. The introductions and readers in symbolic
interactionism are numerous as the bibliography shows. Nevertheless it wasn't my
purpose to bring together all kinds of introductions on S.I. There are more of them
than the bibliography shows.

This project won't be an introduction, nor an inquiry into the relations of H. Blumer
with G.H. Mead and the other pragmatists. I'll rather omit the first period of S.I. and
study the connection between H. Blumer and his students. Blumer was stressing the
main steps a researcher must take to meet the standards of a more critical approach
than positivists were used to. His students were the first generation who tried to
apply these principles. Blumer himself didn't publish a lot of empirical work
(Verhoeven, 1984). He was the master to explain how research was to be done. His
students applied in a certain way what he taught, although it will become clear that
not all of them followed him very faithfully. Some of them even oppose to his
ideas. So, this study deals with the relation between Blumer and his students and the
conception of both about sociology and sociological research. I want to study to
what extent there is a continuity in the work of Blumer and his students (or whether
there is a gap between them). This also includes the question whether the younger
generation of symbolic interactionists still refers to the influential figures as pointed
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out by Blumer. Blumer e.g. is very outspoken about it. But it is not certain that his
students accept his standpoint. Has pragmatism really that influence on S.I. as is
often contended by the analysts of S.I. (Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds, 1975; Stryker,
1980)?

This general question should be more focused in order to obtain some clear answers.
I started this research relying on an extensive study of the philosophy of science
(Verhoeven, 1983). This study directed my attention to some key questions in
research processes. A first consideration I have to start with concerns the basic
assumptions every researcher is relying on and which are very often unconsciously
influencing his work. These presuppositions deal with the concept of man and
society (chapter 2), the concept of knowledge (chapter 3) and the functions of science
(chapter 4). A second list of questions will be about the concept of science and the
possibility to find  truth (chapter 5). A third part considers the methodological
principles a researcher has to follow during his research (chapter 6). Another point
of interest is the subject  matter of the research (chapter 7). Here the question is what
sociologists have to study? The last problem I intend to scrutinize relates to the
methods of research (chapter 8).

These questions are related to a kind of history of the work of the students of
Blumer. It is clear that a researcher not always sticks to a standpoint once accepted
during his training. Most of the scholars in my research got their training at the end
of the 1940s and at the beginning of the 1950s . This means that they have passed
through a period of thirty, forty years. Some have a shorter period as will be
explained later, some already died or have retired and do not publish any more. For
that reason the time perspective is very important. Experience and new contacts
might have influenced the scientific work. A large amount of material had to be
worked through, to get at this.

2. Methods of research

To answer the research questions I followed two methods. The first and the most
important approach is the study of the sources, the publications of the symbolic
interactionists. I call this the main method because it concerns the activities of the
scholars, or - more appropriate - the result of the activities. Doing research implies
that a researcher has to answer in a practical way questions concerning his
presuppositions about man, society, knowledge and so on. It is in the research
practice that he expresses his opinion about the best way to answer scientific
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problems. From a sociological standpoint we have to study that act, or the result of
that act, as I actually did.

As far as the research methods are concerned, this approach offers enough
information about the way researchers prefer to do research. Nevertheless it is not
that easy to come to a conclusion about the basic assumptions. Often they are
hidden, veiled, not well expressed. It is often the task of the researcher to unveil the
opinion of the researchers he is investigating. Moreover it is possible that a
researcher puts himself in the mainstream of sociological methods even when he is
not convinced that this is the best method. There are a lot of reasons to identify with
mainstream sociology, e.g. in order to attain a position or to get published. Another
possibility is that the choice for a particular method is influenced by the training,
even when a researcher has a different opinion about the way scientific work should
be done. If he isn't abrest of other solutions, he might stick to traditional procedures.
For these reasons I used an additional method, which gave me the chance not only
to ask for the opinion of the researcher, but also for the interpretation of parts of their
publications which were not clear. Also gave it the chance to query for
developments the researchers went through. It could open sources which I had not
found before. Another advantage was that I could ask for the social environment in
which the scientific development of the researchers took place.

There are several reasons for this. First I started the project almost ten years ago.
The time was to short to finish it (only six months) and other research demands
came to me which had to be fulfilled. In 1980 I collected most of the literature and,
taking into account the available time, I interviewed the scholars I wanted and could.
In the meantime I published some articles using the material I collected. Most of
them were about Goffman and Blumer in relation to other paradigms. It became
clear for me that although I took E. Goffman in my sample of the interactionists he
didn't really belong to that group. For that reason he won't be part of this analysis.
The second reason that the two methods could not be adapted perfectly is the
impossibility to interview again the scholars I interviewed in 1980. There is a
financial reason, but also the sheer impossibility, because three of the interviewees
died.

Within this context there is a relation between the data I collected in the literature
until 1980 and the interviews. But this relation is not explicit for the literature
published after 1980. Of course, it is possible that the authors did not change their
opinion in relation to the problems I questioned. The only indicator I have for this
is the published material.
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To do this work I constructed  two schemes of analysis stemming from the philosophy
of science. The first scheme I used, was to collect my data in the publications. The
general pattern was this:

a) Presuppositions
1) World picture: Concept of man

Concept of society
Emergentism:
Reductionism:
Idealism:
Realism:

2) Knowledge
Knowledge as observation:

action
language

Ideal of knowledge
Scientific/non-scientific knowledge

3) Function of science/valuefree science
b) What is science? Ideal of science?

Truth ?
Is truth attainable?

c) Methodological principles (proposed/used)
explanation : induction

deduction
pragmatism

evidence
theory
laws
hypotheses
concepts

d) Relation with other behavioral sciences
e) Ethical justifications
f)      Object of research
g)     Research methods : - selection of observation units

     - observation

This scheme only gives the main topics I had to look for. It is a specification of the
questions I've given above. The scheme was used to note the pages in each
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publication where the mentioned problems are discussed or where we find
information which might explain parts of the problem.

The second scheme was developed to guide the conversation with the interviewees.
It had a double background. It was an expansion of the main ideas in scheme 1.
The questions were mainly open ended. The interviewees had to create the answers.
I wanted to influence them as little as possible. If parts of the publications could get
an interpretation different from what the author meant, I asked for information. This
also happened when some parts of the publications seemed to give the possibility for
contradictory interpretations.

The interviews took place in a relaxed style; sometimes in the office at the
university, sometimes at the house of the interviewee. Most of the interviews didn't
just begin when the interviewer arrived and stopped when he left. Some of the
interviews happened that way, but many were followed by other talks and the
information gathering could last several days. All interviews were taped and
transcribed by an American doctoral student. This was a guaranty for reliable
material. On the moment of the data collection it wasn't possible yet to do analysis
on qualitative material using the computer. This became possible later on. All the
data were saved on diskettes. Once this job was finished  it was necessary to code
all the material in order to search into it. The codification system was very similar
to scheme 1. This made possible to find very easily the related material. Because
the interviews were sometimes very long (some lasted four to five hours, interrup-
tions left out) the file we composed to do the analysis was 1.400.000 bytes long. It
took a long time to prepare all this material. Once it was saved on diskettes, the
analysis could go on.

Because of the short period of time of my sabbatical (six months), it was not possible
to finish an integrated analysis of publications and interview data. This period was
used to reread the publications from before 1980, and to collect and read the
publications from between 1980 en 1989, and write the analysis of the interview data.
Bringing interview data and publications together in one book will be the next step.
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3. Selection of the authors

To answer the questions about the scientific relationship between Blumer and his
students, it is important to determine who his students are. Different criteria are
available. But not all of them are reliable. One criterium is to choose those people
who took in the graduate courses of Blumer. Although this makes sense, it is not
certain that all these students would apply the principles as defended by Blumer.
Another criterium is to take all the students who wrote their PhD thesis under his
direction. This method isn't reliable either, for Blumer spent most of his time as
labour arbitrator at the end of the forties and the beginning of the fifties. Students
couldn't attend to his classes easily or ask for guidance of their thesis. I checked 17
PhD theses presented between 1942 and 1959 at the Department of Sociology of the
University of Chicago. All authors are recognized as symbolic interactionists. Only
four of them mention Blumer for his stimulating inspiration, and 11 of the 17
mention Blumer in the bibliography. I have to add to this information that the
selection of the 17 was made on the base of information given by T. Shibutani, a
former student and close friend of Blumer, who also published one of the festschrifts
in honour of Blumer (Shibutani, 1970). The interviews later on show that Blumer's
guidance for theses isn't a reliable criterion to select his students either.

Beside this possibility I could have taken the list published by Mullins and Mullins
(1973: 84-88). From this list I could have chosen the persons who graduated in
Chicago between 1945 and 1952, the year that Blumer left Chicago for Berkeley.
This would have resulted in a list of 18 names. This procedure however would have
had as a consequence that I did not study people who admit that they were strongly
influenced by Blumer even when they never were his real students, or I would have
had no chance to study scholars who were for a while students of Blumer but who
graduated much later than 1952 because of the circumstances. For all these
inconveniences I followed another method relying on the expertise of a scholar who
was part of the development of S.I. He was a student of Blumer's and was a critical
observer of the developments of S.I. The scholar who guided me in selecting the
scholars I should study to understand S.I. was T. Shibutani. Under his direction the
following rough scheme of the Chicago sociology was constructed (Scheme 2).
Some part of it cannot be considered to belong to the Chicago tradition directly. I
mean the group under the heading of Manford Kuhn. This development is better
known as the Iowa school. The connection with Chicago is that they were strongly
interested in the study of the "self' due to the influence of G.H. Mead, actually a
Chicago philosopher.
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Scheme 2.

A. SMALL

G.H. MEAD W.I. THOMAS J. DEWEY G. SIMMEL

FARIS, E PARK-BURGESS

M. KUHN *BLUMER @ E.C. HUGHES L. WIRTH E. SUTHERLAND

1 1
C.J.COUCH *k STRAUSS *E. GOFFMAN @ R. BENDIX D. CRESSEY
J. KINCH *G. STONE @ *H.S. BECKER R. TURNER A. COHEN
J. PETRAS *B. MELTZER 'E. FREIDSON *T. SHIBUTANI
T.P. MCPARTLAND *N. DENZIN F. DAVIS @
H. MULFORD C. BOLTON E. GROSS H. DUNCAN

M. DALTON D. SOLOMON
R. HABERSTEIN
*A. LINDESMITH @
*J. LOFLAND
*J. MANIS
A. ROSE
*L. WARSHAY
S.K. WEINBERG

The Sutherland stream doesn't belong to the Chicago university either. But here it
is also clear that Meadian thinking influenced their work.

There appears to be three main streams and only one is immediately related with
Blumer. The others are more  related either to E.C. Hughes or to L. Wirth. This
doesn't mean that Blumer had no influence at all on these scholars. As I will show
later on some of them admit that the strongest impetus to do sociological research
in an interactionist way came from Blumer. Nevertheless, most  of the people in the
non-Blumer stream did thesis work under the direction of the other Chicago
professors of that time.

In the scheme I indicate with a * in front of the name the scholars I have interviewed
and the @ behind the name means that the person is deceased now (among the
interviewed scholars).

Before describing the intellectual background of the persons I included in my
research I have to make some remarks in relation to the position of some people in
the scheme. N. Denzin, L. Warshay and J. Lofland did not graduate at the university
of Chicago. Denzin and Warshay actually weren't students of Blumer, but both

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn

Administrator
Lijn
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admit that they were strongly influenced by him. J. Lofland was a student of Blumer
in Berkeley and belongs just like the two just mentioned to a younger generation.
Shibutani puts them in this stream. I will consider them as a kind of controle group.
Another problematic position is that of J. Manis. He was a student of Blumer during
his mastersprogram, but left for Columbia to write his PhD thesis. In the Hughes 
stream I interviewed E. Goffman. I will not include his work in this study because
of his very special position, which I described somewhere else (Verhoeven, 1985).
I will include the work of R. Turner in the analysis. With him I had contacts, but
I had not the chance to come to a formal interview. He will be included in the
analysis because of his very interesting position in relation to the Chicago and Iowa
tradition. He was not the only one I could not approach for an interview. It was the
same with S.K. Weinberg, E. Gross and E. Hughes.

This selection is probably not a representative sample of all students of Chicago. I
took this group because they are a good representation of the different directions
symbolic interactionists developed to. A thorough analysis will give a clear picture
of the way Chicago students developed. It gives also a chance to see how younger
scholars who were once Blumer adepts have developed.

4. Some characteristics of the authors

Before giving some information about the position and the training of each of the
scholars who are part of our sample I want to answer two fundamental questions.
S.I. is considered to be a continuation of pragmatism, since Blumer was relying very
strongly on the philosophical ideas of pragmatism. It could be expected then that the
students of Blumer would show the same influences. Most descriptions of S.I. start
by stressing this. Although this is a very reasonable standpoint, I didn't want to take
it for granted. I asked the interviewees into what extent they were familiar with
pragmatism and used it consciously.

A second fundamental problem is that once Blumer had coined the term S.I. a lot of
scholars were seen to be symbolic interactionists, because they applied some of the
principles Blumer did contend. For that reason I asked them if they considered
themselves to be symbolic interactionists. What were the answers to these two
questions?

First the relationship of these scholars with pragmatism. For Blumer it is clear that
pragmatism is really part of his thinking. The same might be said about T. Shibutani
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and A. Strauss. N. Denzin also relies on pragmatism, but does not think in terms of
Dewey or Mead. He finds the opinion of Peirce much more interesting.

"HB: Well, I have no hesitation in declaring that my fundamental
philosophical position is that of pragmatism. As we think, let us say, of
the conventional philosophical positions. If we take, usually this trifold
separation of idealism, realism, and pragmatism, I fall definitely  into the
pragmatic group. This is not unusual, because as I was suggesting in some
of my earlier remarks. I did have a lot of association with Mead and sat
in his courses, read a great deal of Dewey. Very much affected by Dewey.
No so much of Peirce, that's why I hesitated a moment ago to make a
declaration about Peirce... there's no doubt he is more  detached and remote.
But I would certainly regard myself as being lodged quite centrally in the
pragmatic perspective" (H. Blumer).

"TS: I think for my overall orientation as a pragmatist, I'm much closer to
Dewey, to the extent that there is any difference between them (there really
isn't very much). In fact I discovered Dewey long before Chicago, I
discovered Dewey as a freshman in college. And then as an undergraduate
in Berkeley I read a lot of Dewey" (T. Shibutani).

"AS: Well... I was raised at college on Dewey, and I read Thomas and then
I read Mead. Then I read Park... I knew all these people. I'm not a
philosopher. I never was very well tutored in the pragmatic movement
though I did a lot of reading of Dewey and obviously Mead's social
psychology" (A. Strauss).

"ND: Pragmaticism. I like Pierce's formulation. The simplistic Deweyian
and also Meadian notion of, uum ... if it's consequential it's pragmatically
useful. I think that's a simplistic treatment of what Peirce meant when he
said you have to trace out the full implications of the consequences in
activity. That's or, when James in his later writings on radical empiricism
traces out the full implications of being radically empirical and lodging
your discipline in the study of experience. That's where I, that's what I
favor" (N. Denzin).

For the others pragmatism is not so important. Most of them see it as a traditional
American way of life to solve problems. The philosophical meaning is for most of
them unknown.
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"HB: Well, in a vague sense, I was brought up to believe, by Blumer, that
the holy trinity consisted of Dewey, Cooley and Mead. I had read Dewey's
Human Nature and Conduct and some of his essays. That was about it.
I didn't study philosophy so I probably read a little of Peirce somewhere
along the line, but I didn't really know pragmatism, except in a general,
kind of woolly way, the way anyone would know it without having read
any of it" (H.S. Becker).

"EF: My work? Well the important thing is that it is not consciously
symbolic interactionist. I don't have a notion of symbolic interaction
theory that guides me. I regard myself, not in philosophical terms but in
crude terms as a pragmatist. Not in the sense of following a reasoned,
American pragmatism formal theory. I'm not a formal theorist and I don't
care to identify myself with any formal theory. I'm concerned with doing
the best I can to understand certain aspects of social life" (E. Freidson).

"JL: Well, I think I talk about it at the end of Doing Social Life. The
whole notion of people as active agents rather than acted upon, that's very
much at the basis of American pragmatism. That's distinctively American
philosophy, that interactionist sociology is the distinctive American socio-
logy" (J. Lofland).

"I: So your stance is not that you do not say rapidly I am  an inductive
thinker, or deductive thinker, your  stance is more pragmatistic, in that
sense. Whatever works.
JM: Yes, I think a somewhat more pragmatic, but I would say that, I don't
think that's the only approach. For some people a strictly inductive, or
strictly deductive, or grounded theory or whatever, they could particularly
work best with. That may be pragmatic too" (J. Manis).

The second question is even more interesting because it is in direct relation with the
basic thinking of symbolic interactionism. When I asked H. Blumer if he considered
all the members of the Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction as symbolic
interactionists, he was very critical. He certainly had good reasons to doubt, because
also his critics were member of that society. Nevertheless it is amazing that only
four of the interviewed scholars admit that they are symbolic interactionists and often
with some comment. Most of them deny to be symbolic interactionists and an other
part agrees that they sometimes apply methods typical for S.I., but often they use
other paradigms to analyse society.
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The interviewees who consider themselves to be symbolic interactionists are H.S.
Becker, A. Strauss, F. Davis and J. Lofland. Nevertheless the two last admit that
they are no interactionists in a dogmatical way.

"I: Do you see yourself as a symbolic interactionist?
HB: Well, I guess so. I was after all a President of the Society.
I: Yes.
HB: One of the first editors of its journal  and I suppose, somebody said
to meonce, you are not any kind of an-ist, are you? (laughter) You know  meonce, you are not any kind of an-ist, are you? (laughter) You know
who this was? A Scandinavian sociologist, Bo Anderson, do you know
him?
I: Bo Anderson?
HB: He teaches at Michigan State now, he used to be at Stanford. He
said, you're not an-ist, are you. I said no I don't think so. But in a certain
sense, yes. I am not a devout, I'm not religious about it. Somebody said
to me - you are not allowed to call yourself a symbolic interactionist
anymore because you have deviated in this way. I would say allright"
(H.S. Becker).

"AS: Wel most interactionists would claim me as an interactionist. And
I suppose I am, okay?" (A. Strauss).

"FD: (...) If you had asked me what I was I would have said a sociologist
because when I look at my work, I see symbolic interactionism. I also see
functionalism. There is a fair amount of functionalism especially in my
early work. It was a very dominant mode of thinking and I was thinking
that way. I was interested in it, but again it was a kind of almost, you
know, a perspective toward understanding things. Not in a principle or
doctrinaire fashion. Similarly with symbolic interactionism" (F. Davis).

"I: So you consider yourself not really a symbolic interactionist in the
classical sense of the word used by Blumer. Your main interest is field
work and in your field work you have an interest in interactionism and also
the interaction of the researcher with the subjects he is studying. That's
your stance - is that a good summary or am I wrong?
JL: Well, in any given investigation you can take, you can do field work
and have a marxist perspective, you can do field work and have a
functionalist perspective -as obviously many anthropologists do. I would
say that you begin to make choices about theoretical perspectives, a notion
of the gradual, constructed, negotiated aspects of social life is probably as
accurate an image - the interactionist image - as the other competing
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images but I don't want to set that down as sort of dogma. It's simply I
feel a lot more comfortable with that then a lot of other images we could
use in making  sense of data when I do field work" (J. Lofland).

Interesting to know is that the former two have been president of the SSSI. Yet this
is no guarantee that a scholar considers himself to be a symbolic interactionist. G.P.
Stone, e.g., has been the founder of the SSSI and he did not care to be called a
symbolic interactionist.

"I: You are a member of the society for study of symbolic interactionism.
GS: I was a founder and the first president.
I: You were the founder, yes. Would you use for yourself, for your work,
the label symbolic interactionist?
GS: I really don't care.
I: You don't care?
GS: No. I don't care what you call me. I think of myself preeminently as
a sociologist, who is concerned with understanding and explaining (I
suppose in sociological terms) what people are up to and doing, and what
they have done" (G. Stone).

Freidson refuses to be called a symbolic interactionist, at least he is not consciously
an interactionist and so is Shibutani, who pretends to go back to the traditional
pragmatism. N. Denzin is even more  reluctant towards symbolic interactionism,
although he was on that moment  publishing a kind of annual on S.I. He wants to
be affiliated with Merleau-Ponty and French phenomenology.

"I: May I say that you call yourself a symbolic interactionist or not?
EF: Generally no.
I: So your writing in a certain sense, can be symbolic interactionism but
is not necessarily symbolic interactionist.
EF: My work? Well the important  thing is that it is not consciously
symbolic interactionist. I don't have a notion of symbolic interaction
theory that guides me. I regard myself, not in philosophical terms but in
crude terms as a pragmatist. Not in the sense of following a reasoned,
American pragmatist formal theory. I'm not a formal theorist and I don't
care to identify myself with any formal theory. I'm concerned with doing
the best I can to understand certain aspects of social life.
I: And any approach which suits you, you take?
EF: In a sense that's true. Without using a formal criterion to distinguish
it.
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I: Nevertheless you wrote in The Division of Labor as Social Interaction
uh... it's a rather clear title in that sense. You put forward a symbolic
interactionist stance.
EF: Yes. Symbolic interactionism is another way of talking about what
goes on between concrete human beings. And the structuralists... by that
I mean people who deal with social structure, not structuralism in the
French sense. But there is this gap which everyone recognizes in a certain
sense, in all theories, this problem of relation, the larger processes of
society, the macro sociology with the smaller processes, micro sociology.
And I've gotten preoccupied um... really that is what my current work on
occupations and labor is all about, is attempting to join political economy
in that grand sense down to people actually working, actually performing
their everyday lives. The choice is, in part, political. In that particular
time and context. By that I mean there is a politics to intellectual life. It
wasn't political in the sense of calling it that. But it was a matter of
emphasizing the extent to which I took a concept that has by and large
been treated globally and tried to show it can be conceived of both as a
broad macro structure but that ultimately even being able to conceive of it
that way requires some attention to what people are doing down, as
concrete human beings. I don't know if I can say much more than that"
(E. Freidson).

"TS: I think for my overall orientation as a pragmatist I'm much closer to
Dewey, to the extent that there is any difference between them (there really
isn't very much). In fact I discovered Dewey long before Chicago, I
discovered Dewey as a freshman in college. And then as an undergraduate
in Berkeley I read a lot of Dewey" (T. Shibutani).

"I: (...) In what sense do you differ from the Blumerian symbolic
interactionist model. Manfred Kuhn's symbolic interaction...
ND: Well, I'm of the opinion that the term symbolic interaction has served
its use. It's time to move onward. We have spent too many years treading
our wheels through Mead and Cooley and we haven't branched out
sufficiently into other foundations of what I would call an interpretative
social psychology.
I: Oh yes.
ND: I think Blumer would agree with a fair amount of what I would have
to say although I don't think he would approve of my fondness for French
phenomenology, for example.
I: So you feel more at this moment for French phenomenology?
ND: Merleau-Ponty as opposed to German phenomenology" (N. Denzin).
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J. Manis, B. Meltzer and L. Warshay do not consider themselves to be symbolic
interactionists, although they were trained in that tradition and published research
belonging to S.I. They consider S.I. one of the many approaches a sociologist can
use, but it is for them certainly not the only solution to practice sociology.

"JM: Very little. I've had a..., although I have edited the book on
Symbolic Interactionism. The reason I say I'm not a symbolic
interactionist, is I feel that it's a very important way of looking at things
but I find  it very difficult to translate it into the kind of research interests
that I have. So, I think, my role with Bernie (Meltzer) has been to sort of
balance out these other influences on me and bring them into symbolic
interaction. What I have tried to do with Bernie, we have always talked
about doing a textbook together which would merge all these influences.
Bernie is uh... a devoted teacher and department head who just loves his
work in both. So I have never been able to get at him long enough to fuse
some of these ideas. So instead the Reader has been the expression of
these merging interests. Particularly, the Society was formed just about the
time when I became interested in this area of social problems and the
impact of the S-I and its related approach has had on the area of social
problems. I felt it has been in some ways very, very beneficial but it has
also closed the door on other avenues of investigation in the area of social
problems. As it has, I think, in other areas too. So what I have felt is that
symbolic interactionism is theoretically the most necessary and important
approach to social psychology. But it is not sociology" (J. Manis).

This summary of the opinions of the interviewees raises probably the question if I
actually made the correct choice of the people I should study. I think, I did.
Certainly more than two third of my sample deny to be symbolic interactionist. I
never asked them to define  what they consider to be a symbolic interactionist. It is
possible that most of them had a very different opinion about what a symbolic
interactionist is. The choice of these scholars is certainly still justified. All of them
admit to have had some influence coming from H. Blumer. Not all of them are very
convinced about the value of this influence. This permits us to look for the links
between Blumer's sociology and this of his students.

Before I will do that, I'll describe shortly the training, the professional position of the
interviewees, and their relation with H. Blumer. To understand some of the remarks
of the interviewees I have to recall some dates in the life of Blumer. In 1925
Blumer left the University of Missouri to do graduate work at the University of
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Chicago. His director was E. Faris. In 1928 he finished his PhD-thesis. The title
was "Method in Social Psychology". In 1931, the time that G.H. Mead was in
hospital, he teaches the course of Mead on "Advanced Social Psychology". For
many years he will teach this course, until other people took over as will be
explained later. He became professor at the University of Chicago and taught there
until 1952 to leave for Berkeley. The period during and after the war took him for
many days away from the university to do work for the government and to work as
a labour arbitrator (Verhoeven, Ruebens, Van Eyken, 1987).

A.R. Lindesmith, the oldest of the sample, got his degree in 1936 in Chicago on a
thesis on drug addiction. Before going to Chicago he got a MA in education at
Teacher's College of Columbia University. In Chicago he was influenced by E.
Burgess, W. Ogburn, L. Wirth, R. Park, E. Faris, Radcliffe-Brown, E. Sutherland and
H. Blumer. His thinking was also influenced by the work of the German philosopher
E. Cassirer. About the meaning of Blumer in Chicago and for his own work he
comes to this conclusion.

"AL: Oh well. Yes. There was a strong influence there. I would say
Blumer's influence was the strongest because he had the most, the best and
most sophisticated grasp on what people like George Mead and Dewey
were talking about. Now, he wrote a dissertation there in Chicago which
was never published. It was kept in the rare bookroom and in it he
criticised Farris (?) who was head of the department. He criticised him
over disagreements he had with him about the interpretation of George
Herbert Mead. I don't know why we always call him George Herbert
Mead. George Mead ought to be enough" (A. Lindesmith).

Lindesmith was most of the time professor of sociology at the University of Indiana,
Bloomington. When I interviewed him he was retired.

A.L. Strauss got his MA and PhD at the University of Chicago. He got his training
mainly of Blumer, but recognize also the important influence of E. Hughes on his
work, but the influence of Blumer became bigger later on. He was teaching for
several years at the University of Chicago (1952-1958), but spent most of his time
as a professor at UCSF.

"AS: Well... I was raised at college on Dewey, and I read Thomas and then
I read Mead. Then I read Park... I knew all these people. I'm not a
philosopher. I never was very well tutored in the pragmatic movement
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though I did a lot of reading of Dewey and obviously Mead's social
psychology.
In the early years in which I did sociology I studied Blumer. When I went
off to do research that whole pragmatic thrust prevented me from doing the
conventional kind of research because it doesn't do the kind of thing that
I wanted to do. A great deal of the emphasis on that kind of research was
getting the point of view of the actor... and so on. It wasn't until I went
back to Chicago that I began to develop my own views on how to do
research and that was in the early fifties. At that time I began to do field
research and interviewing and got interested in the work that Everett
Hughes and his students were doing, so that my early background was
more as a social psychologist and more in the Meadian tradition, and later
I began to put together more of a Park-Thomas mind of... development that
you see in Hughes and began to think more structurally rather than just as
a pragmatic, as a social psychologist really from the pragmatic movement.
Then I began to work out the...
I: So your training was in relation to Hughes? Who are the persons who
trained you?
AS: Blumer. Mainly Blumer.
I: Blumer had this big influence on you.
AS: I was really influenced by Hughes until I went back as an Assistant
Professor to Chicago. That was ten years later" (A. Strauss).

Just like Strauss T. Shibutani got his MA and PhD at the university of Chicago. The
last thesis was about rumours (1948). Contrary to Strauss, Shibutani has not the
feeling that he was strongly influenced by Blumer. In a certain way he went the
same road as Blumer, because he was teaching for three years the course Blumer had
inherited from G.H. Mead. Shibutani recognizes much more the influence coming
from Dewey and W.I. Thomas, whose assistant he was for a certain time. Shibutani
has been teaching in Chicago (1948-1951), Berkeley (1951-1957) and since then at
UCSB.

"TS: I don't know. I guess most people seem to feel that my article on
reference groups is an extension of George Mead's theory of the
generalized other. I guess they'd see this as a contribution to this type of
thinking. Well I guess "Society and Personality", to the extent that it's
based on Mead, because it happens to be Mead and Freud... Freud is a
point that upsets Blumer, and a point that upsets quite a few other people
too. But I think the rest of the book falls somewhere in the tradition. But
as you know the tradition is not very clearly defined . And I think people
just associate me with it because I was once a student of Blumers; they
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forget that I had other teachers; and then Blumer and I were colleagues for
ten years at two different universities. We were close friends. And so it
happens that our fields of interest coincide, three or four, that is collective
behavior, social psychology,...  Those are Blumers fields too" (T.
Shibutani).

B. Meltzer graduated in 1948 at Chicago on a thesis about publication and
professional career  of social scientists. This thesis is not of the symbolic
interactionist type. I couldn't collect more information in relation to his training.
Later I will explain that Meltzer, although fond of S.I., does not consider himself to
be a genuine interactionist. He sees it as one of many approaches.

MA and PhD were granted to H.S. Becker by the university of Chicago (1951). His
thesis was about the role and career  of public school teachers. The director of his
thesis was E. Hughes, and H. Blumer and L. Warner were on his committee. Becker
recognizes the influence of both, Blumer and Hughes, each of them in a very special
way. After his doctorate Becker was a researcher until 1965, when he became
professor at Northwestern University.

"HB: So Herb (Blumer) was not on my dissertation committee but
everything I learned in that general theoretical way I learned from him.
Many people did. He didn't get on personally, he wasn't personally very
close to Hughes. I never understood exactly what that was about. I
assumed, I was enough of a Freudian to assume that this was sibling
rivalry. Both children of Robert E. Park. And I think there was a lot of
rivalry in that generation of people as to who was really the heir of Robert
Park. And in fact, each one of them represented a different aspect of
Park's thinking, it's quite interesting. You know Blumer there, is that
general theoretical cast to Park's thinking. And then there is all that
interest in all these wild, wonderful details which Everett represented. And
so on.
So there were people around there, including Blumer, who had a big
impact on everybody, even though they were not on your dissertation
committee. I think looking back, for instance, that Robert Redfield had an
impact on me. I took a class from him but I was never close to him but
he was around there and this thinking was everywhere. The main people
who influenced me were Hughes who was the director of my thesis, uhh...
Blumer and Lloyd Warner, who uh... that was a distinction that some of
the people who studied with Blumer and Hughes had very little to do with
Warner. I did, Freidson did, Erving Goffman did" (H.S. Becker).
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"HB: Yes. He taught me how to do sociology. You see Herb (Blumer),
this was the real division between Herb and Everett was that Everett
(Hughes) always felt, with some justice I am sorry to say, that Herb
discouraged people in their research. Because what you learned from him
was that somehow it was always very difficult, perhaps if you took fifteen
years you could learn a little bit about something, uhh... but you needed
this deep understanding. That was not a very practical attitude if you
wanted to finish a thesis. He was very critical and, in fact, people who did
work with him and I can't remember who, now. But they said that in
effect what he would say to you is "You understand that what you are
doing is really no good, don't you?" If you said yes, then he would
approve it. If he thought that you thought it was good then he was more
troubled.
But you see I learned from Everett how to do research in the practical
sense. I mean he would read my fieldnotes and the interviews I did and
say you should have asked about this. "Oh look you see she said so and
so". That must mean "... and he would made a whole theory out of it. So
I learned practical theorizing not just how to do the interviewing. The
practical theory, making ideas out of data I learned from Everett" (H.S.
Becker).

After his MA in Chicago E. Freidson took his PhD as well in Chicago (1952). The
thesis was about the taste of children in relation to stories and mass media. The
main figure on his committee  was L. Warner. The two others were E. Hughes and
D. Horton. In comparison with all the others I interviewed he was not very
convinced about the influence of Blumer on his work. After several research
functions he became a professor of sociology in NYU.

"EF: Right. Yes. Well for me in Chicago probably the most important
person was Robert Redfield, the anthropologist, not Hughes. Secondarily,
probably Lloyd Warner who was an anthropologist, not a sociologist. I did
take courses with Hughes and found what he had to say very useful, it's
true. But I would say in that order: Robert Redfield was most important,
Warner second and Hughes third. Blumer. I was mostly irritated by. I
found it mostly abstractions and as I told you at lunch, my attempts to get
him to discuss contemporary social psychological theorists using modified
stimulus response model and attempting to deal with symbols which at that
time I was very much interested in, as a matter of fact, uhh.. I found it
very frustrating to get anything from him except in reference to some very
primitive stimulus response theories. And uh.. in that sense, I dit not really
do very much work with Blumer at all. I found, I didn't find him very
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attractive. He was pleasant as a person. Beyond that Louis Wirth, I think,
was fairly important through his introduction of Mannheim and the
sociology of knowledge which appealed to me, what at that time, was
fairly commonly relativism but now is old fashioned relativism. But, I
guess I'm more a relativist than not. In that sense the notion of some
absolute truth is entirely incompatible with me, temperamental and theore-
tical. Perhaps temperament is more important than theory there" (E.
Freidson).

Only the MA grade was granted by the University of Chicago to J. Manis. He was
not interested in staying in Chicago and went to Columbia to write his PhD under
the direction of M. Lipset and H. Hyman (1952). Afterwards he became professor
at Western Michigan University. He left Chicago because he could not get the
guidance to do empirical work in the S.I. style. Nevertheless he recognizes the
influence of H. Blumer very clearly.

"JM: Yes, that's so. In fact he was already, in the course that I took which
I think was called "Theories of Value" or something like that. And it was
not. He had gotten into somatic types. He had written a book, either
before or afterwards, in which he related physical type to values and to
cultures. And um... it was very disappointing to me - it was not at all what
I expected. The Psychology course turned out to be better than the one I
had at Wayne but still not interesting. So I dropped the Psych. course and
replaced it with another one from sociology and from there on it was
sociology all the way. I had Herbert Blumer that first semester and that
was one of the other positive reasons for swinging into sociology. So I
had about three courses with Herbert Blumer while I was at Chicago and
I found his approach very attractive intellectually, philosophically, but very
weak methodologically and so after about a year there was nothing in it
that I could see that led me to any researchable topic for a thesis. In fact
Bernie Meltzer had done his dissertation on a quantitative analysis of uh...
publication productivity. Some of his data were left over which I used on
publications which I used for my Masters' thesis - also I obtained some
more data. So these were quantitative studies by people who considered
themselves very attracted by symbolic interactionism. This was the, I
think, the difficulty that people who took Blumer's courses that while they
were very much attracted to his ideas, and to the approach, he offered no
root for us to engage in empirical research. And since we were badly in
need of something for our Masters thesis and doctoral dissertation. What
would often happen was, people would enjoy the courses and learned a lot
from them, and went to one of the other professors to do their dissertation.
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And the dissertations were done in demography or population or some
other area rather than..." (J. Manis).

F. Davis did graduate work in Chicago but finished  his PhD thesis much later than
he had planned to (1958). For this work he got a lot of support of A. Strauss and
E. Hughes, but more opposition of J. Coleman. The influence of Chicago came not
only by working on his PhD about the attitude of parents to their children who got
polio. The same persons mentioned by others are on his list.

"FD: But anyway, after the War I went to the University of Chicago and
really I would say almost exclusively, my training, my influences came
from there. I would say physically I was there from 1946 to 1951, and the
faculty then consisted of Ogburn, Burgess, Louis Wirth, Everett Hughes,
Herb Blumer, William Lloyd Warner, who was also in Anthropology in a
group called, Human Development. Ed Shils was sort of on the fringes.
He had begun his commuting very much to England, so we didn't see that
much of him. But the younger faculty there in those days was Morris
Janowitz, Al Reese, Hugh Duncan and so forth. But in the... from the
faculty generally I would say the ones I was influenced by most were, say,
Blumer, and Hughes and to some extent Warner, and also Louis Wirth.
Wirth was the reason I choose the University of Chicago as a very naive
thing. I was really in some ways a provincial young man in New York
and almost every book I picked up...
FD: No. The kind of thing what happened was that it was almost
unwitting, I guess what a Weberian would call an elective affinity y, between
the symbolic interactionist's theoretical and philosophical emphasis and
Everett's great emphasis on ethnography and fieldwork. I think you run
into the problem, what are you going to, what kinds of methods? What
kinds of sensibilities , what kinds of perspectives will you use in analysing
those field work materials, and so forth. I think especially someone like
Howard Becker, who sort of studied with both. He sort of created this
fusion, or this natural affinity among students, between, you know, uhh...
Everett and Blumer. It wasn't anything planned. There was no school but
many of the students who seemed to be very sympathetic to the particular
critical stance that Herbert took against positivism, against measures,
measuring exteriority and so forth, would go to his classes and also to
those of Everett as well. His courses were on social movements, on race
relations, but most of all the sociology of occupations. A lot of students,
many of them of pretty humble backgrounds who had worked as plumbers,
as cab drivers - they could come in and talk sociologically about what they
were most familiar with, and it was a very good platform for them
especially his courses, his graduate courses on occupations. It was very
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important" (F. Davis).

For many years Davis was a researcher and cooperated with A. Strauss before he
became professor at UCSD.

G. Stone wrote a doctoral thesis under the direction of L. Warner on clothing. The
other persons on his committee in Chicago were E. Hughes and D. Riesman (1959).
This thesis was much later finished than planned. But Stone has been a student of
Blumer and recognizes his influence on his work. As said earlier, Blumer left
Chicago in 1952. The most influential figures for Stone were those recognised by
other interactionists as well, e.g. Znaniecky, Thomas, Cooley, but also Durkheim and
Weber.

"GS: In the first place I'll be very quick about this because I'm not
concerned with it. As an undergraduate at Hobart College, my mentor was
Leo Srole who was Lloyd Warner's student. Leo Srole recommended me
to Chicago. When I got there, Lloyd Warner took me, so to speak, under
his cloak. I didn't know what I was getting into. As it turned out I never
agreed with Lloyd Warner about anything. So I had an intellectual
allegiance to, first of all, Louis Wirth, and spent my time arguing with him
because my allegiance was very much a matter of argument, really. And
I didn't feel that Warner was a particularly salient person in my life. But
Warner had... As an incoming student, who didn't know anything at all
about what was going on... well he took me over and he became my
advisor and stuck with me as my advisor. At that time, at that moment in
Chicago, it didn't really matter because there was very little communication
between students and faculty. So who your advisor was, didn't really relate
to what you were doing at all. Because you where expected as Robert
Haberstein put it, "to go underground for three years and come up with a
thesis", you know. And that's about where the relationship was at that
time." So it didn't bother me. Warner was my advisor. I would have
preferred first of all to be with Wirth, and I wasn't really interested in
Social Psychology. I didn't, as a matter of fact, know what I was
interested in very much. I was interested in sociology of knowledge and
in social organization, and then I took a course with Blumer in methods of
sociology, and it was at that point that I became very much impressed with
Blumer. Even there, in a comic sense, because we all as students, well
there were three answers to any question. In Blumer's mind, you know?
There was the wrong answer which he could develop at great length, and
then knock it apart. Then there was George Mead's answer, and then there
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was Blumer's answer which he would never tell us. So there was this
attraction. I would say that essentially what Blumer taught me - and you'll
really like this - first of all, is to think about the assumptions that
sociologists make when they carry on investigations. And that's really
what attracted me to Blumer. So I became critical primarily through
Blumer. And I took his courses. I don't think I ever really communicated
with him very much in Chicago as a student, except taking his courses and
joking about him. I think we did have a beer once or something like that,
but there was no communication with Wirth. Considerable communication
and support from Warner and as it turned out what Warner gave me was
one statement, namely, "reread Durkheim". Which I did. Blumer never
told me anything to read" (G. Stone).

Stone had positions at Michigan State University, Washington University and was
professor at the University of Minnesota since 1961.

The three last scholars of my sample did not get their training in Chicago but all of
them are in a certain way connected with Blumer's sociology.

L. Warshay graduated at the University of Minnesota under the direction of A.M.
Rose, himself a graduate of Chicago. His study is about the range of alternative
solutions that a person can bring to his mind when he is confronted with a problem.
Warshay recognizes the influence of Blumer, Warner, Stone, Mead, Cooley, Thomas
and Dewey. Although Warshay did later similar work, he doesn't see himself as a
researcher who only practices S.I. He is now professor at Wayne State University
(Detroit).

J. Lofland wrote his MA thesis at Columbia and his PhD thesis at Berkeley (1964).
The thesis was about Doomsday Cult and was made under the direction of E.
Goffman. Lofland stresses also the organizational approach of Selznick and the study
of collective behaviour of N. Smelser. The influence of Blumer in his opinion was
minor although he took his courses. He considers himself to be a symbolic
interactionist, but not in a dogmatic way. His main interest is field-work which is
part of S.I. Lofland is now professor in UCDavis.

"JL: So it wasn't just this small scale interactionist stuff - it was that he
(Goffman) could talk about organizations in new and inventive ways - the
concept of total institutions, social rounds, that sort of stuff that he was
playing with at that time.
Uhh... so of course if I was interested in Goffman. I had never committed.
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Messed around, got involved with Neil Smelser instead of collective
behavior. Smelser's book was still in typescript at that time. Smelser was
very much a strong presence at Berkeley. I decided or it became clear to
me that I wanted nothing to do with Kingsley Davis or the demographic
approach, William Peterson was there at the time. Or comparative
societies with Ebehart. Or sort of social history with Bendix so I drifted
toward..., were Selznik, Smelser, Blumer and Goffman. Blumer, oddly
enough Blumer in the early sixties - I was there from 60 - 64 didn't have
a lot of power and was considered sort of out of date and passé. And the
stronger students, by and large, did not study with him. Blumer did not
chair my thesis, Blumer was a member of the committee, hh... Goffman
chaired the thesis which is really kind of odd because it's Doomsday Cult
which is really not the kind of thesis that is Goffman's bag, except that
Goffman is very supportive of fieldwork, very supportive of that. Goffman
is ruthlessly empirical, which Herb is not. Blumer is very open" (J.
Lofland).

"JL: Influenced by uhh... Smelser, sort of the logic of value added which
comes from this analytic induction business. Those are very similar kinds
of things which are part of the interactionist tradition, you know, the sort
of things that Howie Becker used early on in the marihuana use - these
accumulated traditions uhh... using qualitative data. Umm... I took a lot of
courses from Blumer in collective behavior, I TA'd for Blumer. That was
the only formal instruction.
Blumer was so repetitive once you've taken one course from Blumer you
don't need anymore! I've sat in on all of Goffman's stuff. Goffman is not
repetitive. Goffman was incredible at the time I took this. Graduate
deviance course he was still working on stigma. So the book we know as
Stigma, that was the graduate deviance course. For the first weeks he did
a superb analysis of all of the history of the field of deviance and the
development of the concept of social disorganization, he did a lot of work
on it. His other course on social interaction is now called frame analysis -
he was lecturing on those things" (J. Lofland).

N. Denzin wrote his PhD thesis at Iowa State and studied under the direction of M.
Kuhn, who died just before he graduated (1966). Denzin considers himself to be a
Blumerian when he finished his thesis. He got also the influence of Simmel, Cooley,
James, Thomas and Znaniecky. Although still in charge of the edition of an annual
about symbolic interactionism, Denzin moved more to French phenomenology. He
is professor at the University of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana.
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"ND: It was an unusual situation. Manfred (Kuhn) died the semester I
started graduate school. I had taken all of his courses as an undergraduate
and in fact, I was his last research assistant. I was more or less left in a
void on his death. Although I had committed myself to a, to a Millsian
interaction position. Naively. More or less set out educating myself and
drew up my own reading list. Although I was fortunate to have George
McCall who had been a previous student of Manfred to be an instructor for
one year. But I really set out to read everything that Blumer wrote.
Which I did. It was really, I was really a Blumerian by the time I left.
From Kuhn I got Simmel and Cooley and James. That really set the
foundation for where I was coming from" (N. Denzin).

The personal recollections of the scholars of my sample give a very varied picture
of Blumer. Some of them were very impressed by the ideas of Blumer, others
considered them as too simple and out of date. Some had very good personal
relations with him, others could not get along with him. Blumer was never director
of the PhD-thesis  of one of them and just in a few cases he was on the doctoral
committee. But on the other hand all of them recognize him as a person who gave
inspiration for another sociological approach than they were used to in the positivist
tradition. It is remarkable that in spite of these controversies Blumer was celebrated
several times by his students. They published festschrifts (Shibutani, 1970) and
special issues (Symbolic Interaction) in honour of him. And this in spite of some
hard attacks on his standpoint.

Institutionally it is very interesting that the ideas of Blumer were one of the reasons
to found a scientific organisation with the name "Society for the Study of Symbolic
Interaction". Blumer was never one of the leading figures in this society, although
often invited to be. In relation to my project it is interesting to see that all of my
sample, except one, are member of that society. Two of them were president, and
one was co-founder. The evaluation of the society is very different. Some of them
see it as an expression of opposition against the established sociology in the USA or
as a reaction against the positivism of the American lab-social psychology. Others
think about this organisation as a place to support people who want to do qualitative
work, or an organisation to support young scholars. One was very critical about the
quality of the people who have the lead and considers these rather lightweights.
None of them was very enthusiastic about the organisation. In spite of all this
criticism the SSSI has regularly meetings and publishes a journal since 10 years.
Although the students of Blumer disagree on  a lot of points with him, it cannot be
denied that the kernel ideas of him still keep a lot of people busy.



CHAPTER 2. BASIC ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT MAN
AND SOCIETY

1. What are basic assumptions and what is their function ?

Scientific work is not only systematic research of facts. It is continuously influenced
by presuppositions. Although a researcher can make these presuppositions consciously,
they often are used unconsciously. In general they may be defined as all kind of
knowledge which is logical there before empirical and theoretical research is done.
Moreover these suppositions are independent of research (Cornelis, 1973: 156).
These presuppositions can be found on three domains. First, they exist in relation
to the vision on man and society. Second, it should be questioned how researchers
see the way they know and, third, what do researchers consider to be the function of
scientific knowledge.

All scientists have a vision on man and society, even when they are not aware of
this. This is part of all human existence. Gouldner (1970: 29-37) is using here the
concept 'basic assumptions', which means: "These are beliefs about the world that are
so general that they may, in principle, be applied to any subject matter without
restriction". Others call it 'world hypotheses' (Stephan Pepper) or 'globalen
Annahmen uber die Natur des Studienobjekts' (Radnitzki, 1971). Part of these world
hypotheses are reductionist or emergentist world pictures. The first is related to
theoretical monism, the second to theoretical pluralism. In the opinion of Gouldner
these world hypotheses are the base for 'domain assumptions', i.e. "background
assumptions applied only to members of a single domain, they are, in effect, the
metaphysics of a domain". In practice this means that a researcher uses a conception
of people as rational or irrational beings, that he sees the world as stable or
changeable, or has the opinion that human behavior is predictable or not, etc...

The development of a science is strongly determined by these visions (Strasser, 1973:
203 etc.). Indeed, facts are the same, but the way we look at the facts might be
different. This can create a new development of science, because we look in a
different way to facts than scientists were used to. Let us take the example of the
phenomenological and the positivist sociologists. The facts are the same for both,
but the ways they study these facts are totally different. The result is that they come
to different conclusions. The choice of a vision is not the result of empirical
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research, but did emerge in a kind of intuition in relation to the sympathetic
understanding of the experience, as A. Einstein was saying. Vision is an important
creative power in science. In the opinion of S. Strasser a vision is valuable not
because it is true, but because it is fruitful. And we can only say that a vision is
fruitful if it permit us to understand better the human (Strasser, 1973: 177). It is not
an easy task to assess if a vision is fruitful or not. It might last decades before we
notice it.

These visions are metaphysical. If I consider the human being to be a bundle of
muscles or a meaning-giver, then is this to be seen as an option of me. Observations
will not easily change this opinion. This vision is for the researcher infalsifiable.
These metaphysical visions are at the base of all kinds of social research. If we have
a reductionist vision on the world then this has as a consequence that we approach
the world as one unity. Under this vision it is very easy to use the natural science
as the principle to study society. It makes positivism a reasonable approach of
society. Emergentism on the other hand opens the way for pluralism. This means
that social sciences have not to be limited  to the research pattern of the natural
sciences. Another vision which should be investigated in the work of the symbolic
interactionists is realism and idealism. The question is here: what is considered the
base of society: the world of the material infra-structure or the world of the ideas?

As mentioned before these visions are not the only guiding principles for the
researcher. In the next chapters we shall pay attention to the conceptions of
knowledge and the function of science. We study in this chapter only the vision of
man and society as conceptualized by the group of symbolic interactionists. First we
study the vision on man and society. Second, I question the consequences of this
opinion for emergentism and reductionism in symbolic interactionism. Third, I
investigate into what extent idealism or realism is contended by these researchers.

2. Vision on man and society .

Since Blumer has been introduced before as the master for most of the sociologists
who belong to our sample, I will start describing his opinion in relation to this issue.
I have described Blumer's opinion in a former contribution as follows (Verhoeven,
1985: 84-85):

"Man, according to Blumer, is a human organism having a self. And this self is not
a structure but a process. By this point of view Blumer (1969a: 62-4, 78-89) follows
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Mead's conception of man, and he also agrees with Mead's social behaviouristic
approach to man. An individual can make gestures, external acts, that acquire a
meaning in the interaction with him or herself and the other individuals. The first
thing a self does is designate objects and acts; he gives them a meaning and judges
if these objects and acts are suitable for his subsequent actions. Having made the
judgement, he decides how to act. Because the individual can indicate something to
himself, he has the possibility of interpreting the characteristics of the situation in
which he acts. The individual becomes a very active unity, and not just a bunch of
reactions. Consequently, it makes no sense for Blumer to look for environmental
pressures, stimuli, motives, etc., that precede the act as an explanation for the act.
What is important is to know that the individual constructs reality in a process of
symbolic interaction and that the individual forms interpretations and acts in relation
to others.

This interacting self is the kernel of all ongoing activity. An individual meeting
another individual in social interaction is the most fundamental form of human
association. Human groups consist of interacting human beings. As a matter of fact,
these interacting human beings are not interacting 'roles', but interacting 'people'.
Society is thus nothing but a collection of interacting individuals.

In spite of the stress on the individual as the composing factor of society, Blumer
does not deny the existence of a social structure in human society. There are social
roles, positions, rank order, bureaucratic organizations, social codes, norms etc. Their
function is to help the interpretation and definition of the situations that are at the
base of 'joint actions'. If people do not take into account these structures, then the
ongoing activity has no meaning at all. But even these social structures have no life
apart from the definition given by the individuals, even in 'joint actions'.

Society can be characterized as follows: (1) it is an 'ongoing process of action - not...
a posited structure of relations'; (2) actions must be seen as joint interactions, not as
separate actions of the participants; (3) actions have a career or history; (4) the
common definition of the joint action by the participants keeps this career fixed; (5)
but this does not mean that this career has no uncertainties and possibilities.

Blumer clearly presents a nominalistic interpretation of society. Although he
recognizes the existence of a social structure, his emphasis is on the paramount
meaning of the individual. Take, for example, joint interaction, such as a marriage
ceremony or a family dinner. It is not considered to be possible to achieve joint
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interaction without the interpretation given by the individuals of a way they fit
together."

Nevertheless we should immediately add that it is a mistake to say that Blumer
ignores society. D.R. Maines (1988: 45) calls this "one of the major myths regarding
Blumer's work". Nonetheless, it has to be stressed that social structures, according
to Blumer, have no life apart from the definition given by the self-indicating
individuals. The way to society, organization, group, and so on is through the
individual. In his attempt to avoid reification of those collectivities, he stresses the
paramount position of the individual.

Let us take a look to the opinion of the students of Blumer as far as man is concerned.
First I rely on the interviews, later in the second part I will use the publications of
the same authors.

"HB: Well I think I am pretty orthodox Blumer-Mead on that point, or
Dewey like on characteristics of man  and human nature. You know, the
essential human characteristic is selfhood. In the Blumer sense, you
know, the ability to stand outside yourself and look at what you are
doing and thereby to exert self control.  That people are active
organisms, not passive. They don't respond to stimuli, they create
objects in the world to act toward. All of that stuff. Is that sufficient?
And beyond that, probably beyond that everything else is open to
investigation. Society, then is people acting together on the basis of
those abilities. Period. Acting together has to be understood in the large
sense that Blumer explains it in a 1969 article. Involving everything
from the level of the two of us to a city, or a country, or a class system.
A class system is a way of acting together. In that sense it's not, for
instance, let's say anti-Marxist. I would regard Marxists presuppositions
about the nature of society as things to be investigated" (H.S. Becker).

"FD: Yes. Uhhmm. I think in that way I have almost a conventional
symbolic interactionist view. I see man as a problem solving person.
Much of his problematic and symbolic machinery is of immense
importance in solving, in ordering, his world for him. The symbolic
machinery, or in a sense, the frame I see deriving from society but not
in a particularly deterministic way. So my concept of society in that
sense is, I think, very soft. I lean very much, I'm very taken by some of
Anselm Strauss' notion about society being emergent from the processes  
of negotiation, of bargain, a very adjudicative process. So I  don't see
society that much as fixed structures. I think maybe I could emphasize
my thoughts -- I am very anti-Durkheim -- whatever Durkheim would
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say in "The Rules of Sociological Method", I would say the opposite.
Maybe that will give you an idea" (F. Davis).

"ND: I look at the various... One of the things that we look at are the
various ways in which the persons lose themselves in the ongoing
experience of experience. We make a distinction between being
reflexively aware of being in an experience and being totally embodied
in the experience, not being reflective about it but just being in it and
being in it and watching themselves being in it. Those three levels, we
suggest, constitute different ways in which experience is organized and
we attempt to study how persons move in and out of those modalities of
consciousness. Now in that sense it becomes irrelevant, uh... that's what
I mean by we only have "now". Because we are always in a moving
forward nowness that we are differentially aware of. It's ridiculous to
think that I can sample persons to get... It's as if persons now constitute
static streams of consciousness, when, in fact, they are constituted as
moving streams of awareness. I don't want a random sample of persons
I want a study of ongoing streams of consciousness. I can find that
anywhere I turn because the everyday life world is constituted of persons
who are in varying streams of consciousness that they are varyingly
aware of. So the world I make generalization to, if I can invoke
Simmel, is a world of universal unvarying forms. I simply have to go
into it. When you talk about sampling it's as if I have to go outside of
my office to find the life world which is ridiculous. But sociology has
assumed for forty years that they couldn't study the activities that passes
up and down their corridors. They had to somehow go to a telephone
and interview people or have some kind of complicated sampling strategy
so as to get into reality. In fact reality is at hand all the time"
(N. Denzin).

"AL: Psychology studied the individual, sociologists studied the group.
I don't think that makes sense. That this dichotomy between individual
and society is false, untenable, misrepresented. And so you say symbolic
interaction which focuses on these symbolic processes which are internal
and focusses on the human brain - it's simply not correct to say that this
is an individualistic process and not a social one. Because the language
that we use inside - the language that we use let's say, whether we speak
it or think it, is social, institutional which we borrow from the society"
(A. Lindesmith).

"I thought he was wrong about this. That he underestimated the
influence and widespread feeling among sociologists in general that there
is something unique in man's language capacity and the influence that



36 Basic assumptions about man and society

man's language has on his behavior and thinking and so on" (A.
Lindesmith).

"GS: I can tell you I think about my image of man, much better than I
can tell you my image of society. I think of a man, or a person, or a
human being, who is condemned to sensibility. Or by sensibility, or to
sensibility. I think that's right. Man cannot live a human life which is
a life in society, without understanding himself in one way or another,
however partially or totally, you know. So that I see the central
importance here is how his life takes on meaning, how the meaning is
maintained, how it's changed, how it's lost, how regained perhaps.
Essentially these five things. So the central problem of man is meaning,
and that's in the personal life" (G.P. Stone).

"AS: I don't think I'm any different from a great many people who are
neither strictly deterministic nor strictly non-deterministic. Most of us
I suspect slither back and forth between. The Chicago tradition
generally, I discovered when I went back and started to reread five or six
years ago, has a very central position on this, that all those people were
very much against a strict deterministic position. It's only when you get
to people like Blumer that it comes out very clearly because he is so
self-conscious about that. Okay, there were none of them anti-
determinist in the sense that there was no world out there constraining
action that you have to grapple with. I think that most of the Chicago
people of my generation or later still make that assumption. You can see
that when I talk about marxism, strict marxism or strict cultural determi-
nism and so on. When others, some of the later interactionists who are
not of that tradition come perilously close to a world that has no
constraints at all. Totally shaped by actors (laughter). Blumer
sometimes sounds like that but I'm convinced he doesn't mean it. When
you talk with him you will get a good appreciation of it but in some of
his writings he says... you know... idealistic" (A. Strauss).

The picture of man, we get in the answers, is a picture close to that depicted by
Blumer. We have, nevertheless, to be aware of the fact that the picture which is
given in these interviews was constructed rather fast. The respondents had to
formulate immediately what they considered to be the essentials of man. This picture
is of course not elaborated like it could have been if they had more time to think it
over. The advantage of this method is that we get the most fundamental
characteristics of what man means for them.



Basic assumptions about man and society 37

On the first place all see man as an organism, not just composed of organic
characteristics, but also of its psychological capacities and using all meaning
structures available in his social environment. This individual has a selfhood, which
is active and passive. He has to solve problems to survive within society. He has
the capacity to choose between all kind of solutions to solve the problems. This man
is sensible for the phenomena within society. He is not only sensible, but it is
condemned to be sensible. This is a pregiven reality we have to face. We can say
that man is partly determined, and partly free. This means that man is always using
material things and developing his skills to act upon that material world. Not only
the material world is connected with him, but also the social world is a given to him,
which determines the way he is acting within that world. Man is a reflexive being,
using the meaning structure given to him but also created by him. For Lindesmith
the most powerful instrument to come to grips with society is the language, a symbol
structure which makes it possible to understand the world and to act upon the world.
This makes man and animal so different.

Denzin stresses the differences in the way we experience the world and underlines
that this has some methodological consequences. He sees the actor as being
reflexively aware of being in an experience and being totally embodied in the
experience. The other form of reflexivity is, that we are not reflexive about it, but
we are just in it. The third form, is that we are in it and we watch ourselves being
in it. The consequence is that we are differently conscious of our situation. If this
is the fact, we must know that a person confronted in research situations with
questions, will react differently depending on the awareness position in which he is.

These essentials of man should be expanded with the more thoroughly developed
ideas of man in the publications of these authors. Here we confine the analysis to
the main trend in the interviews.

It has been said that SI has always contended that man must be seen as a part of
society, that he cannot be disconnected from the society. How does S.I. see society?

We have to remember that Blumer sees society as an ongoing process in which
participants make joint interactions. These actions have a career  or history, which
is both fixed but also full of uncertainties. Do we find this picture back in the
opinion of his students.

"HB: Well, actually you see I think there probably is a paradigm in
sociology and that most of the differences that we make so much of, are
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very trivial, minor differences. Almost everybody for instance agrees on
the notion that society consists of people whose actions are oriented
toward the expected reactions of others" (H.S. Becker).

"HB: Society, then is people acting together on the basis of those
abilities. Period. Acting together has to be understood in the large sense
that Blumer explains it in a 1969 article. Involving everything from the 
 ts imer t in a 1969 ticlevel of the two of us to a city, or a country, or a class system. A class
system is a way of acting together. In that sense it's not, for instance,
let's say anti-Marxist. I would regard Marxists presuppositions about the
nature of society as things to be investigated.
I: Do you mean that you accept the Marxist theory, or do you say that
we have to do research about it?
HB: Something - it has many interesting ideas. It's like I said before I'm
not much of an -ist. I am very eclectic. I mean any idea that looks like
it will help me to understand something is fine. There is obviously lots
of work done under the auspices of Marx's theory that I find very
congenial, very useful. I'll give you an example, Hobsbawn. You know
the British historian, Eric Hobsbawn, his work on primitive rebels, his
work on the British working class is quite clearly Marxist in its
inspiration and perfectly usable from my point of view" (H.S. Becker).

"ND: I make a distinction between society at large, and society at hand,
which I didn't make there, which I think is implicit in Blumer. Society
at large is that global reference we have, for example, the United States
and its relationship with Iran, but phenomenologically we only
experience society at hand in my immediate, taken-for-granted, here and
now presence. In that sense the term society really is not a useful
concept for me. Because I can use other concepts to refer to my
immediately experienced here and now."
I: Does it mean that when you say for me the society at hand, or let's say
my immediate confrontation with my neighbourhood is important. Your
interest is going more to small groups than to large groups?
ND: It's my contention that we only experience our relationship to
society at large in the immediate life-world, to use Schutz's term. Now
when I use life-world or society at hand, then I no longer have to use
words like culture, society, role, status and class. I would rather now
have a more phenomenological depiction of how the other appears to me
and how I appear to the other. In terms of, in Schutz sense typifications,
in terms of my stock of knowledge, in terms of my motives" (N.
Denzin).

"AL: That this dichotomy between individual and society is false,
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untenable, misrepresented. And so you say symbolic interaction which
focuses on these symbolic processes which are internal, well, on the
functioning of the human brain - it's simply not correct to say that this
is an individualistic process and not a social one. Because the language
that we use inside - the language that we use let's say, whether we speak
it or think it, is social, institutional which we borrow from  the society"
(A. Lindesmith).

"JL: Written under a pseudonym in 1788, Madison discussed the
importance of groups which he called factions. Those factions were a
number of citizens whether amounting to a majority or a minority who
are united and actuated by some common impulsive passion or interest,
adverse to the rights of citizens or the permanent, aggregate interest of
the community. Madison felt that factions or interest groups were
inherently bad. They worked against the rights or interests of the
community as a whole. These come out of human nature but they could
not be checked or eliminated. Rather the secret was to set them against
each other and to construct a society in which different interest groups...
Now he sees them as human nature but to a sociologist today you see
people in different situations. They will, very rightly develop different
demands because they have different situations and therefore different
demands - a lot of them. So basically - this thing goes on. So in
modern sociology we have modern versions of the conflict society. I
think of it as more accurate to think of society not as a system of classes,
on top of each other, which I like to think of the layer cake image of
society. But as an arena where forces are battling, some of which are a
lot more organized, stronger, more numerous, and are more able
contestants in the battle. Uhh.. but nonetheless, I prefer the imagery of
people on the same level. Some may have the higher ground but the
whole notion of layer cake strikes me as self-defeating for one thing.
I've always thought that the notion of layer cakes makes you more,
makes you think that you can never do anything about it. Whereas the
notion of an arena is a little more optimistic about the possibilities of
getting more of what there is to get, what's being distributed in the arena.
And it's an ongoing, never-ending process. There is no end to it"
(J. Lofland).

"JM: Well, this is where I become schizophrenic. Yes! This is where
I feel the dual emphasis of Chicago and Columbia. To me one of the
great benefits of having gone to Columbia was, it seemed to me that I
was brought into contact with some very hardcore empiricists like
Lazarsfeld, although there was those at Chicago too. I had courses with
Ogburn and Hauser. But, there they were looked at as outsiders but this
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was the grand and coming thing. Having had Lynd for example in a
class on Power. It seemed to me that the symbolic interactionists
couldn't grapple with some things which didn't involve meaning or
intention. Weber's approach and his definitions couldn't deal with multi-
national corporations. They couldn't deal with the mass media and also
I should mention C. Wright Mills who is there. It seems to me that there
were certain issues which the S.I. were not dealing with. And another
thing that I had found at the University of Chicago was a kind of looking
down at practical issues. Like, Chicago was a center for the study of
race relations and the people who worked in the area of race relations
were looked down upon by the S.I. The people who worked in the area
of education were looked down upon, um.. criminology was not quite a
nice thing. It seemed to me that there were, after I had left it
particularly, that S.I. were off in a dream world. Beautiful ideas and
important ideas. But they were ignoring certain things because they
couldn't grapple with them. And so to me, yes in a very fundamental
sense this is all a world of our mental creation. Without it you don't
exist, you know, or me. But even if I'm not here you still exist" (J.
Manis).

"TS: Both... We have an individual organism constantly incorporating
and utilizing materials and then developing his skills. But this is a
thoroughly social process, in which you're constantly involved with other
people in cooperative acts. Maybe I can answer your question this way"
(T. Shibutani).

"TS: Let's say that it's a fact that a number of human beings who are
together, who form combinations, act recurrently in fairly regularized
ways. It's the fact that they act together in these ways that makes it
possible for us to see patterns, and these patterns that we see we call
"social structure". But these social structures are not just a sum total of
individuals; it's that the patterns become visible because different
individuals contribute to them, they become patterns.
I: These patterns escape the individual in a certain sense, they are not
really part of the individual?
TS: They are part of the individual, but they're not the whole individual.
It's the contribution the individual is making to a particular transaction
that constitutes a pattern. That isn't the same thing as the person, it's just
a small part of it; it's a small part of a lot of people's behavior. So what
makes a pattern, why is it that people act together over and over in the
same way, that makes a pattern desirable to begin with. Well, because
each individual engages in moral conduct in some sense. Most people
most of the time try to do those things that they themselves regard as the
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appropriate things. So we have rules in a sense that people acknowledge
them, because they are duties. Some of them we can specify when
somebody asks us, but many of them we simply feel and do with them
as obligations. And as long as people meet their obligations, the pattern
remains. Then something happens, life conditions change, you have a
problematic situation, while you have to make some adjustments, and
when these adjustments are made, it's the action that comes first, you do
what has to be done. And then if it works, it continues for a while, you
have a new pattern" (T. Shibutani).

"GS: I'm afraid that I have no real conception of it. Society. What I do
know is that there are various organizations. That they are variously
linked, diversely linked, but they are linked by persons who are
designated as these organizations representatives. And that, you know,
when you come here from the University of Louvain, I'm here at the
University of Minnesota, that in one sense what ties the two universities
together is our presence as representatives of those institutions. You see.
Now when Muskie talks to Giscard (or whatever his name is) in France,
he is talking not as Muskie to Giscard but as a representative of the
United States to the representative of France. So that society, it seems
to me, is essentially a re-presentation, in Durkheim's sense. A collective
re-presentation. But what Durkheim misses is that re-presentation is an
act. What he misses is who is the representative" (G.P. Stone).

The interconnection of individual and society is for most of the students of Blumer
a basic characteristic of society, and it is also clear that society should be seen as an
everchanging reality. Some are very outspoken in that respect because they think
that it is a false idea to speak about society and individuals as a dichotomy. Both
are intertwined. Nevertheless it is clear that the individual is a very central figure
also for society. Because they see society as composed of people whose actions are
oriented toward the reactions of the others. Or they see society as a number of
people acting together.

Society is not a unity in the opinion of others, but composed of different
organizations or layers, in which conflict is a normal phenomenon. Also in this
structure the person remains a central figure. Some authors stress the class reality,
showing that they are not so much concerned about the orthodoxy of the Blumer
standpoint. Others defend the idea that society is composed of different groups with
different interests. Lofland takes for this opinion a very old American view about
the state structure. In the state was the common good threatened by the action of



42 Basic assumptions about man and society

small factions to work for their own advantage. All the factions had the same
position. One was not higher situated than the other. In this perspective Lofland
stresses more the equality of factions instead of the inequality. Both standpoints
proof that symbolic interactionism does not enforce a similar picture of society.
Society is seen as basically  conflictual and as a base of opportunities.

Stone finds society more to be as a representation of individuals, bringing back
society to its individual components.

3. Emergentism or reductionism

It is an old problem of social science to try to explain social phenomena by relying
on collective phenomena or by using individual phenomena. In its most simple form
reductionism may be considered to be an attempt to explain social phenomena using
information of a science which studies a field consisting of parts of the social
phenomena. In this respect we think about a sociology using psychology or biology
to explain social behaviour. A reduction should meet some prerequisites to be
accepted by researchers. Kemeny and Oppenheim (Webster, 1973: 261-262) have
given following criteria:
We may only speak of a reduction if:
1) the reducing theory has terms or concepts which are not available in the theory

which should be reduced,
2) each explanation given by the theory which should be reduced is also explained

by the reducing theory,
3)

the logical accuracy and the integration with other theories of the reducing
theory should be at least as sharp as these of the reduced theory.

These requisites are very high and not so easily to fulfill. In the interview I didn't
question if all these demands were fulfilled taking into account the fact that symbolic
interactionism is often been seen as an extreme reductionist or nominalist approach.
We only wanted to know to what extent the authors wanted to go into the direction
of a sociological emergentism and not a social reductionism. We remember that
above Blumer's work has been defined as an expression of sociological nominalism.
It has to be stressed that Blumer does not deny the social phenomena, but he wanted
to stress the interconnection of the individual with society. Some authors (Lewis,
1976; Lewis and Smith: 1980; Rexroat and Macfail, 1979) have denied the attention
of Blumer for the social reality, contending that he was not influenced by G.H.
Mead, what Blumer had denied. Mead has always stressed the fact that the
individual is as he is because of his link with society. Blumer did never deny that.
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What is the opinion of the symbolic interactionists about this problem?

Not only in his publications in reaction on the standpoint of his contenders Blumer
(1980) has stressed his attention for the social dimension of social reality, but also
in the interview he has this position.

"I: Yes. I see. I see... Now we are discussing these assumptions you
can find at the base of every science. I had something in my mind that,
I must say/for myself/when I was reading your work, on a certain
moment, I had the feeling that your stance is that when we are trying to
analyse society that we have to go back to the individual. So it means
in a certain sense, that uhh... I had the feeling that the only reality, or the
most important reality was the individual. So that you can find in some
writings of other people uh... the indicator for your work as a kind of
reductionism. Now what I want to know is if that interpretation is right
or wrong? Can I say that when you are trying to analyse society, and I
must say, for myself, I have found different, other indicators, but
sometimes you can find this kind of label put on your work. A kind of
reductionism. Trying to give an analysis of individuals. Is that a right
stance or a wrong stance?
Because I have in my mind collective behaviour, joint interaction, and
all these kinds of things, but that makes it for me a little bit uuhh... must
I say contradictory? Not really, it's not contradictory for me, but it
makes it for me difficult to say, is the analysis of the other person right,
or wrong.
HB: Well, let's explore this. And see where we come out. Let's use our
conversation that's going on between us right here. I have no difficulty
I don't know what you would do. I would have no difficulty in
identifying in fact that the two of us engaged here in this conversation.
I can give a declaration to the effect that when I talk you listen. And
then you say something and I'll listen. I can indicate something of the
content of the conversation and refer to the fact that the conversation, the
content of that conversation has a common character to it as is indicated
by the fact that I may ask, well what is it you are trying to say?
I: Uh mm.
HB: Indicating that I am trying to say, indicating that I am trying to put
my finger on that common character. All I am trying to suggest by these
casual observations I am making here is, if we take what is happening
right under our nose here, in the form of our conversation going on, what
sense would it make if I understand you correctly, to declare that this
conversation is to be reduced to what is happening in my case, or what
is happening in your case." (H. Blumer).
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What this problem is concerned, Blumer's students have different opinions. One
group wants to confine itself to the study of the individual, the other group is more
or less convinced that the study of social reality has to go back to the study of
groups and this for a very varied series of reasons. On the first place I want to
discuss the more socially oriented researchers.

"HB: No. It means you are looking for activities. In a certain way you
could say that the fundamental unit of analysis is the collective activity.
Where things are happening, people are doing something" (H. Becker).

"ND: I think traditionally sociology posits inner subjectivity in a rather
clumsy fashion. By saying that culture etc., is somehow inside the
person and therefore you've got a social sociality. But it's never
adequately addressed  how that social got in there and then how it gets
transmitted. The strength of interactionism was to focus on inner-
subjectivity, or presumed innersubjectivity at the interactive level. I
think that was what Mead was trying to communicate. That the other
can get inside my act and I can get inside theirs. So to come back to
your question. How one stream of consciousness interacts with another
stream of consciousness that constitutes the basic subject matter of my
discipline. So it's emergent reductionism" (N. Denzin).

"AL: In the study of society that ignores the study of individuals that
does violence, I think, to the realities of the situation.The old
Spencerian we used to call it - the sharp separation between the
individual and society. For example, the idea being, in this country it
was in accordance with the way universities were organized. Psychology
studied the individual, sociologists studied the group. I don't think that
makes sense. That this dichotomy between individual and society is
false, untenable, misrepresented. And so you say symbolic interaction
which focuses on these symbolic processes which are internal and, well,
on the functioning of the human brain - it's simply not correct to say that
this is an individualistic process and not a social one. Because the
language that we use inside - the language that we use let's say, whether
we speak it or think it, is social, institutional which we borrow from the
society" (A. Lindesmith).

"AL: ... When you study society by studying large aggregates that you
get into this business of statistical procedures rather than a consideration
of individual instances as units. You get aggregates of instances as units
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and you are forced into the statistical approach and you are forced away
from the causal approach. Which is the only area in which the universal
generalization, the theory of universal types has applicability" (A.
Lindesmith).

"AS: No. I think that's incorrect. There are two ways of answering that.
One is : sociologists ought never to be studying persons. If you study. One is: sociologists ought never to  study
persons they are certainly representatives of positions of one kind or
another. So, for example, the nurses who appear in "Anguish" are
representative of various positions within that particular health
occupation. And the physician, let's say there is only one physician but
he is a physician and he is running a ward, and so on. Very different.
There are always kinds of men so they are always representatives. The
woman who is the central actor in this, is not a woman, we are interested
in the trajectory and the way the trajectory is handled by different kinds
of workers and she happens to be the incumbent of the trajectory. She
could be many different kinds of people, she could be many persons,
going through that pattern.
I: May I put it this way then? That I may not treat your standpoint like
George Homans in a certain way is doing. He is saying you can use
laws of psychology to explain social reality. That's not your standpoint?
AS: Yes. It's true. It's nonsense, nonsense. Because another way of
also saying it is you can study social affairs at different levels of skill
and here it's really quite microscopic. But you can study negotiations for
example over large structures. I have tended to study with microscopic
skills... the interactionists generally have tended to do field work or
interviews which means they are dealing without large structures but
smaller... You can study as let's say Howard Becker did, not too
successfully, but he did, study the workers of a whole university. But he
still did it by interviewing and by watching people on campus, but that's
different than say studying the operation of slavery in the whole of
society. So the skill can vary. You can do good work at any level but
the tendency for interactionists, that is to say we still want to find out
what it means to people to go through it. So they are not going to be
content with documents, with census data and so on. My own stance
would be that the large scale is sometimes too difficult to get that
"meaningful" kind of data and information. But you could do some of
it" (A. Strauss).

"AS: Apart from facetting answers I don't have any clear idea about what
glues a nation together. There is obviously a certain amount of
consensus, on a minimal basis, otherwise there would be complete
disorder and civil wars and so on. I see nations as composed of a lot of
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different kinds of groups that are in conflict, you know, and negotiate out
agreements, shift and change according to shifting contingencies.
Contingencies constantly appearing either external to groups in the
nation. Or contingencies arising because of all the negotiations and the
conflicts, manipulations, use of force and all of that. Just to talk about
consensus that is a nice, old-fashioned, pragmatic position and... other
people like Tom Shibutani are still hooked on that kind of question but
I think that's only part of it. Take a marxist position which is that it's all
conflict, it's all coercion and exploitation, manipulation. It's also an
overreading of, certainly, most nations. Even in countries like Nazi
Germany you could not have had things happen just with coercion and
manipulation and the other things that went on also. So I see it as a very
complex business and I have no answer as to how it works. I know the
complexity has to be handled" (A. Strauss).

Becker, Lindesmith and Strauss see the task of a sociologist to pay attention to
collective phenomena. The content of these phenomena are different, and so are the
methods. But it is clear that none of them want to limit the task of the sociologist
to the study of the individual. Becker sees a sociologist's main task in the study of
"collective activity". It is not only the individual who is acting, but all acts are
collective. Lindesmith rejects the conception of a sociology which is not interested
in the study of collective phenomena. If we have to study this, we should rely on
statistics. He denies the artificial dichotomy of the individual and society. There is
nevertheless a danger in the statistical approach. We loose contact with a causal
analysis where the individual is important. Strauss on the other hand contends that
the study of society is always present in the positional approach of social phenomena.
A positional approach opens the way to the knowledge of society. It is clear that
these are just parts of society, but nevertheless real parts of society. A sociologist
does not study individuals as such. Although it is not easy to know the large units
of society, we always take parts of a collective phenomenon as our object of study.
That collective phenomena are part of reality is clear, because we realise that we can
act together and get reasonable answers. What the characteristics of society are is
not so easy to tell, because of the great variety of the social phenomena.

Denzin has a different opinion. He departs from the idea that culture is inside the
individual. It means that the individual cannot be studied disconnected from society.
But society is here something which is present in the consciousness of the individual.
In order to study society we should study the consciousness of the individuals. For
that reason he calls his standpoint an 'emergent reductionism'.
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The other authors  have a similar opinion. They see the problem of a more collective
approach, but they do not see the solution for the problem or they do not care. The
first stance is that of Fred Davis, the second is the opinion of Lofland. I give a third
critical opinion. It is the conception expressed by J. Manis, who is more an analyst
of S.I. than a symbolic interactionist in all his work.

"FD: Yes. Yes. I think I look at individuals and what individuals are
doing for the purpose of understanding the collectivity. I don't want to
generalize through the individual. I want to look at what is going on
between people and at the bargains that are struck, the kinds of structures
that emerge. But if a structure emerges it is not for all time, it will
emerge, it will guide and inform action, belief, attitude, of a particular
period but it's always changing. One interaction is not the same as
another. So I look at the individuals, what they are saying, what they
believe and so forth, what they tell me but for the purpose of under-
standing the collectivity. I think, you know, this is the problem of
symbolic interactionism when you get to higher levels of abstraction to
speak about society. We, in many ways, I don't think we have the tools,
or the models to handle this" (F. Davis).

"FD: A psychologist, it seems to me, is always looking for, or most of
them I know, there may be among some cognitive psychologists
nowadays - They are always looking for, you know, the mechanisms
within the person rather than between them. I think in a sort of
explanatory way, we give somewhat more status to the notion of, you
know, group beliefs and norms and what have you. I think these are real
in a sense that, you know, people exert an influence on people's
behavior. They are aware of them and they are shared. I think the
notion of it being shared, of it being common, is tremendously important
for understanding the individual's action but they are not common in a
Durkheimian sense, of being exterior, exercising, you know, constraint
and forming a larger structure in themselves, as structural functionalists
would ultimately carry. But I think their influences come from their
shared, common quality. It seems to me you can say that without giving
it, you know, an independent status (...) So I would imagine there are
strict Durkheimians and soft Durkheimians who resort to this terminology
by way of explaining it but who would also deny a sort of, you know,
a kind of organismic quality to society" (F. Davis).

"JL: Society is a fiction. There are groups, there are organizations. I
think Egon Bittner's old essay, the concept of organization. That's on the
right track. The notion of society is something we evoke - we have to
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evoke it, there is something wrong with it, in order to convince ourselves 
that there is something in the common interest. That we have to act in
the common interest. But that doesn't mean there is something called
society. It simply means that there are times when people are prepared
to act in a way that will support something that is called society. Now
I don't want to deny that there is an intellectual exercise that you can
perform in looking at society as a unit. The anthropologists do, there are
lots of sociologists that do - Lenski for instance, there are types of
societies from hunting and gathering to industrial, horticultural.. and so
forth and so on. Sure that's an analytic point of view I just don't use that
very much. That's all" (J. Lofland).

"JL: Well, you know, at these micro levels people do evolve patterned
interactions, habitual patterned interactions . And, you know, you can
certainly, obviously project that into larger and larger arrangements.
Uhh.. but again, they are the ongoing products of people doing them.
They don't have a reality except as we impute it to have a reality. I
don't find this, .. I don't know a lot of people worry about these kinds
of questions, you know, the classic questions. I don't worry very much
about it. I worry more about a.. because they are insoluble. I don't
know what you do after you've made the decisions. These questions of
whether it is or it isn't. You still have to get on.." (J. Lofland).

"JM: I see this as a valid criticism. I think we made some of these
points, various points in the S.I.-reader. I think the rejection of concepts
like social organization, structure, tends to be a kind of psychological
reductionism. Tends to put this emphasis by so many symbolic
interactionists on the "self'. As though the "self' is the only process.
They tend to ignore Mead's work on society, Blumer's notion of society.
I think it's very easy for S.I. to fall into the reductionist trap particularly
those who work with concepts like "self'. That tends to be the end all
and to ignore the interconnections between people. Now Blumer tries to
get away from that, certainly in his article on society as social
interaction. But I don't think it does enough. I think it can leave the
critics still with the feeling that it is still boiling it down to individuals.
What about General Motors? What about Iran as a nation? Not just as
a group of students or individual students. Are there things that take
place because of a kind of totality? I think if they do, they forget the
holistic tendency which society should hold for the S.I.,
phenomenological sociologists. But I think the tendency there is because
S.I. tends to be social psychological rather than sociological. That's
where I prefer to make a distinction. I think I see more in S.I. as a
social psychology, less in it as a total sociology" (J. Manis).
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"JM: Well, I would say that there is nothing wrong for some social
psychologists and S.I. to deal with an individual. I think there is need
for that kind of study. I think I would agree with you that there is a
tendency in that, then, to assume that's the end of study. To me the
ethnomethodologists go the furthest in this direction. The tendency, to
me, to trivialize even, to deal with almost anything and not to trace out
any implications. There is an aspect of S.I., what's the word? Um.. well
- the distinction between nomothetic and..
I: Ideographic.
JM: Ideographic, yes, that's the word. I think to some S.I. and
particularly to the ethnomethodologists uh.. their work is strictly
ideographic. One can only learn about the specific individual or
circumstance. I don't, I see this as a dichotomy which oversimplifies
ideographic and nomothetic. I don't think we can only aim toward a
nomothetic science. We ought to try for the nomothetic because I see
no purpose in studying one individual. Why me? Why should they just
know all about me. I'm here and I'm gone and so what? I feel there is
more to our study than just to know all about. There are 4 billion people
on this planet and who is going to study them all. And why one rather
than another? So I think we ought to aim in that direction although there
is room for the ideographic kind of study but I see it as a danger, one of
the great dangers in this field, leaning too far in that direction. Toward
the ideographic whereas the positivists lean too far toward the
nomothetic, they feel that if you can't generalize there is no use in doing
it. There has to be some kind of middle ground with room for people
at both ends but trying to aim at some kind of generalizing knowledge"
(J. Manis).

Davis wants to understand the collectivity, unlike psychologists who intend to
understand individual behavior. He is not interested in individual behavior as it
emerges within the individual, but in individual behavior as it emerges between two
or more individuals. That behaviour gets a particular structure and it is that structure
which Davis wants to study. This is in his opinion possible for the study of small
groups, but is does not give the best solutions  to study behaviour of society. He
accepts the idea that a structure is commonly shared. This structure is not something
exterior to the individual, but it is made by the individuals.

Lofland on the other hand is more outspoken. He sees groups as a fiction. It is a
creation of man. What really is going on is a list of patterned interactions. If these
exist than this is only the result of persons who want to do these patterned behaviour.
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Manis recognizes that Mead and Blumer paid really attention to society, although
Blumer probably was not clear enough to convince everybody about this standpoint.
Many symbolic interactionists have a different opinion. They did not pay enough
attention to society. The individual was too much in the center of their research.
Consequently we have to admit that S.I. is more a social psychology than a
sociology. For that reason S.I. tends more on the way of a ideographic science than
on the way of a nomothetic science concept.

Which way S.I. is going is not clear. It has been the opinion of Blumer that the task
of sociology is to study acting individuals in order to understand what is going on
in society. Society is part of his analysis. But it is clear that all his students dit not
understand the same way this standpoint. Some of them have defended the
conception that a sociologist should keep his attention to the study of individuals
acting in relation with the others, but it is on the first place the task to study these
individuals. Others have stressed that even when we study individuals that these
individuals act as a part of a totality and it is that totality which we see when we
study these individuals. The old opposition between reductionism and emergentism
is not solved in S.I., on the contrary, it came to a special development. Some
wanted to destroy the opposition, others have contributed to the survival of the
opposition.

4. Realism or idealism

Conceptions on man and society, and ideas about the possibility to approach social
life starting from the individual or from the collectivity are guiding principles to do
research. The same has to be said in relation to the approach of reality. It is an old
tradition to put that scientists cannot reach social reality, but just a particular
resemblance of it. Reality is something  which is hard to catch, because our means are
too limited. What we can reach is just an unreliable picture in a mirror. This had
as a consequence that some sociologists have seen reality as a construction by the
actor. The world we study is a constructed world. Others defended the standpoint
that the social world is a material reality in which different impersonal powers react
upon the material components. The first standpoint is called idealism, the second
realism.

Symbolic Interactionism is often considered to be an idealistic approach. Blumer did
never admit this. He always has stressed that the only way to do reliable research
is to follow the empirical way.
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Contrary to Schutz and Garfinkel, Blumer's (1969a: 21-3) position does not rely on
the intentionality of our thinking. For him, the exterior world of gestures and acts
is reality. We see people indicating things and we understand the meaning of those
gestures. Perception is a necessary condition of finding meaning in the world, and
this perception is not just a product of a single actor but is an interplay between the
individual and social environment.

Blumer takes an empirical standpoint: reality exists only in the empirical world. For
this reason, he rejects traditional idealism and realism and cannot accept that reality
exists just in human pictures or conceptions of it. The empirical world can talk back;
it is not just something living in our minds. Nor does this obdurate quality of reality
produce an extreme realism. This is impossible because the reality - and for Blumer
this is social reality - cannot be fixed or immutable and so it is not to be studied as
would the advanced physical sciences.

Blumer, on the other hand, puts himself somewhere between an extreme idealism and
a realism that has its roots in physical science. Thus, experience is the ultimate
criterion of knowledge because of the obdurate character of reality. A sociologist
must perceive social and material reality freed from all theoretical presupposition,
and his starting point must be perception of outer reality. Even if this perception is
a social act, which means that it is a concatenation of defining processes made by
different actors, Blumer holds that the actor as well as the researcher has come to the
knowledge of the same reality.

By choosing this middle of the road standpoint Blumer is relying on the old tradition
of pragmatism, as he explained in the interview.

"HB: Well, I have no hesitation in declaring that my fundamental
philosophical position is that of pragmatism. As we think, let us say, of
the conventional philosophical positions. If we take, usually this trifold
separation of idealism, realism, and pragmatism, I fall definitely into the
pragmatic group. This is not unusual, because as I was suggesting in
some of my earlier remarks. I did have a lot of association with Mead
and sat in his courses, read a great deal of Dewey. Very much affected
by Dewey. Not so much of Peirce, that's why I hesitated a moment ago
to make a declaration about Peirce... there's no doubt he is more detached
and remote. But I would certainly regard myself as being lodged quite
centrally in the pragmatic perspective" (H. Blumer).

"HB: Well let me make sure that our minds are meeting on this point.
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What I want to state is that, using the illustration that I did before, it
doesn't matter which illustration one employs. Let us say that I am
making reference now to the fact that yesterday I'd written a letter which
I planned to put in the mail box, which I failed to do so. And that I am
now talking about that particular kind of behavior or action on my part.
I can do that in ways that enabled me to identify this action of my
having written a letter, my having said to myself I'm going to mail it, my
failing to mail it. I can make those indications to you in a way that you
can understand those and indeed perhaps in a way that will enable you
to check up to see whether or not that's true. Because you might go in
my room and find, yes, there's that letter that I wrote. Open it up and
find out that the date of it is yesterday's as I mentioned and it's got a
stamp on it which obviously indicates that it hasn't been mailed. The
whole point is, that I am making to you a series of indications about
something that happened which you could check up on. I do that
without at all, so to speak, putting myself on the trap of saying that these
things that I am indicating don't exist except in the form of some kind
of a physical process involving let us say "the whole play of the central
nervous system of the human being and that accordingly one can't make
any statement about that activity, about writing a letter and stamping it
and failing to put it in the mailbox". The positivist position who would
declare that you can't make any sense of that except by reducing it to the
physiological process which is involved in it. That's ridiculous what I'm
trying to state. In other words what I am trying to point out is that if
positivism is to be seen, as many people do see it, as consisting of a
purely physiological activity going on as over and against being... as over
and against catching what I refer to before, as a perfectly easily,
identifiable, identification of what is going on by these kinds of
indications when one is making when you say, there is a letter, and I
wrote it, and I put a stamp on the envelope and I put it on my desk to
mail and I didn't mail it. These are all definite, empirical, happenings
that can be referred to, can be checked up upon without getting into this,
I think, extreme positivist position which declares that the, that the only
thing that is real there is so-called abstract and physical character that's
involved. Do I? Am I making it clear?" (H. Blumer).

"... and it should be put in that form in the case of an empirical science.
Then you go out and examine that empirical world to see what the
situation is. Now if you go out and do that by employing a scheme of
observation which limits you in what you can observe. Which forces
you to observe just along certain lines at the expense of excluding, let us
say, the possibility of making other observations which are relevant to
your problem. Then I think that you are operating contrary to what I
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regard to be the fundamental character of an empirical science. An
empirical science by definition stands over and against an empirical
world. It's a world there, an empirical world which can be approached,
which can be observed, which can be talked about with regard to which
one can ask questions. With regard to which one can make assertions.
Granting that the relationship in the case of an empirical science
accordingly is that of, the empirical scientist standing over and against
an empirical world which is there for observation, for being questioned,
for being approached in one way or another.
It seems to me quite clear that if one raises a problem with regard to that
world, and that problem requires one in order to be answered, to probe
into it, to ascertain what is the nature of the empirical world as
pertaining to that problem. Well, then you go out and you employ what
I would speak of as a flexible changeable, variable, approach, to the
examination of that part of the empirical world that is set by the problem
that you have. What I am trying, in other words, to suggest here is that
certainly in the beginning of a quest, that there is both a ground for and
a need of, being quite flexible. In one's examination of the empirical
world as pertaining to the problem, in order to make sure that the
problem as one is casting it is really relevant to that empirical world. So
you get out and look and try to identify the thing or things to which the
problem relates, and try to see them from different points of view as a
means of making sure that your problem is correct" (H. Blumer).

Most of his students take the same stance. They defend on the one side a world
created by the actors, and on the other side a real world which is the last judge to
check if the opinion formulated by the actors - and here are researchers included -
is correct. H.S. Becker is one of the scholars who made this standpoint very clear
in the interview.

"I: I see. Now you said that you see man not as a closed figure but
somebody who can create social reality. Does it mean that you as a
scientist...
HB: I didn't say that, you said that. But I'll accept it (laughter)" (H.S.
Becker).

"HB: Oh no, I think there is something there, the symphony will get
played whether I am there or not. Herbert Blumer speaks of this -
recalcitrant reality. It's a tricky point and it's hard to explain even to

yourself, let alone to anyone else. But I think all that stuff is out there
happening. What you make of it, it's in that sense that social reality is
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created, because it can be interpreted in so many ways. Some of the
ways will not be born out by what you go to see. That is you can't make
anything out of it. If I say to you this is not a chair, it's a table I can eat
of it, I can. So in that sense I would be correct. It's capable of being
used in that fashion but if we go to a restaurant for lunch and I sit on the
floor and eat off the chair. I will demonstrate that that is a correct view.
I will also find out that independent of what I make of it other people
will make something of me" (H.S. Becker).

Shibutani does not put realism versus idealism, but idealism versus pragmatism. The
pragmatism standpoint is described by him as a continuous proces of testing ideas
in relation with reality.

"TS: I think the basic difference between pragmatism and idealism is that
pragmatists start at the same place: they see reality as a set of
hypotheses, a set of expectations... But then you act on the basis of
these expectations, every time you do something you're actually testing
a hypothesis, and if the hypothesis doesn't work, you change it. So
there's always reality-testing going on, constantly.  But that's the
difference" (T. Shibutani).

And in the same spirit formulates A. Strauss his argument.

"AS: But you know that's a typical pragmatic position. A fact is not a
fact, a fact is a relationship. Right? To some sort of theorizing. I don't
think there is anything unusual in that kind of position. I don't know
what you would call idealistic.
I: in the sense that...
AS: Its not materialistic in the sense that there are brute facts out there
and you get out and collect them like butterflies" (A. Strauss).

"AS: Look. Its not an either/or. I mean the idealistic, as you put it, is
one that I couldn't accept  any more I'm sure than you do. Anymore that
it's all in the head so to speak - there's nothing out there that doesn't
make any sense either. There is clearly an interaction between the world
out there and the human beings trying to make some sense out of it but
the fact is... something that is called a fact cannot be independent of an
interaction, with an interpretation of what one sees out there, that those
facts get reinterpreted as the theories get reconstituted. And so on. Or
the fact gets passed on so to speak into another theory. The fact, so to
speak, still exists but it gets put into another kind of way. It just doesn't
stand by itself. There is, by the way, an interesting book which has just
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been published, recently published. It's a study of the Salk Institute
down in California where two sociologists, one is an ethnomethodologist,
are studying how facts are produced in this laboratory. Its exactly like
this" (A. Strauss).

Strauss does not agree that idealism is an acceptable approach. There is an eternal
relationship between what we have in our mind and the world out there. Interaction
between the outer world and the world in the mind of people is the key word here.

Although Denzin shares the opinion of the former authors, he looks for his arguments
to a total different sociological approach. French structuralism and more particularly
the ideas of de Saussure brings him to reject a narrow idealism. The world is not
just a construction, but also something given.

"ND: If we go to Saussure (...) and then ask a question, is there
something that's real? "La langue" was real, the language of the text of
a society. Which was something that he could. The changes in it over
a period of time. The way a vowel changed. But his point was that it
changed independent of people's knowledge of it. In "parole", in the
speech act itself, that was a constructed reality. So yes I think there is
something that is obdurate, that is independent  of people, but its meaning
only exists in "la parole" in the interaction" (N. Denzin).

G. Stone, F. Davis and J. Lofland go more into the direction of idealism. Although
people create a social reality on the base of their imagination, these imaginations are
real things in the opinion of Stone. They make social reality. Davis is even more
outspoken than the former. The world we know is a world of constructions; we do
not know the world as it is outside ourselves. Lofland is also very clear about this
problem. Society is a fiction in his opinion. People want to act that way that we
have the experience of a society.

"I: Yes. What is your standpoint in relation to society and person.
.........  a reality or just imagination?
GS: Well I think imaginations are real. So I have no problem.
I: Oh. Uhhmm. (shared laughter) It destroys my classical, perhaps
Greek concepts. There is always this difference between idealism and
realism (laughter).
GS: Oh yes. Well, I mean I really got into this in the study of clothing,
you know. Because people talk about mere appearances, you know, or
it's merely an appearance. These appearances are quite real" (G. Stone).
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"I: Now when you are saying that the sociologist looking to pictures of
society which are shared by different people, do you mean that the things
you are studying as a sociologist that these things are constructions of
people? Or is your stance that this is reality?
FD: Definitely the former. It's a construction. Here people like Berger
and Luckman are very, very good at indicating at how these
constructions, it's necessary to think of them, most of the time we do
think of them as things, as realities, as exterior to ourselves. But that is
uhh.. how should I... I think as a kind of existential fiction rather than
reality. Possibly a necessary fiction" (F. Davis).

"JL: Society is a fiction. There are groups, there are organizations. I
think Egon Bittner's old essay, the concept of organization. That's on the
right track. The notion of society is something we evoke - we have to
evoke it, there is nothing wrong with it, in order to convince ourselves
that there is something in the common interest. That we have to act in
the common interest. But that doesn't mean there is something called
society. It simply means that there are times when people are prepared
to act in a way that will support something that is called society. Now
I don't want to deny that there is an intellectual exercise that you can
perform in looking at society as a unit. The anthropologists do, there are
lots of sociologists that do - Lenski for instance, there are types of
societies from hunting and gathering to industrial, horticultural.. and so
forth and so on. Sure that's an analytic point of view I just don't use that
very much. That's all" (J. Lofland).

"JL: Well, you know, at these micro levels people do evolve patterned
interactions. Habitual patterned interactions. And, you know, you can
certainly, obviously project that into larger and larger arrangements.
Uhh.. but again, they are there, they are the ongoing products of people
doing them. They don't have a reality except as we impute it to have a
reality. I don't find this,.. I don't know a lot of people worry about these
kinds of questions, you know, the classic questions. I don't worry very
much about it. I worry more about a... because they are insoluble. I
don't know what you do after you've made the decisions (laughter).
These questions of whether  it is or it isn't. You still have to get on" (J.
Lofland).

The most recognized standpoint in relation to S.I. was certainly an idealistic
standpoint. Nevertheless  this has not hindered that some of the scholars trained in that
tradition contend realism. Two of the interviewed persons put themselves in that
direction. Freidson has difficulties to choose and his arguments are not very clear.
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He denies even the problem. He puts himself in a realistic position. Lindesmith on
the other hand wants a realistic approach. The reason is a matter of research
methods. Why we should take a realistic standpoint is that we are not sure that the
observations we made can be generalized. In order to do that we should check our
opinion with this of the others. Realism in his opinion means check your concept
with the experience others have.

"EF: By all means. If I.. well part of my feelings that formalizing these
things, in a sense, polarizes them also. I cannot accept a philosophical
realist position anymore than I can accept a philosophical idealist
position. If I were absolutely forced to choose I suppose that I would
have to support realism, certainly my tendency is in that direction. But
I resent the necessity of choosing and I think they are created by words.
There maybe some critical points I suppose in which a choice has to be
made. By and large I think the necessity of choice is created by people
who are occupied with words, not with action. And an action, anyone
would be an imbecile adopting a purely idealistic, or a purely realistic
situation. I mean everything we see about us - you know, both are
involved in the world. But as I say certainly if I have to choose, and I
would resent the necessity, it would certainly be toward the direction of
realism. Hume is far more compatible to me than Descartes. Without
a doubt" (E. Freidson).

"AL: Well, I would say that realistic in the sense that the generalizations
and the constructs that I use must constantly be checked by, what is
called sometimes, consensual validation. That is you must be able to
communicate with other people and get agreement on observations. Just
as is done in all the fields of natural science. If somebody sees a
phenomenon and no one else can see it, it remains in doubt whether you
are dealing with reality. I come back on that to the point I made before
which is namely that the exceptional instance is the growing point of
science. If you have discovered, defined or isolated a unit, phenomenon
of some kind, a generic type (this is a word that John Dewey used by the
way) and isolated it, then you may be able - to generalize about it. Well,
there are two things about generalizations. One is isolating and
classifying the things that you might be able to generalize about. By
misclassifying phenomena you may destroy the possibility of
generalization. As for example in the old days, before the bacteriological
revolution in the 19th century, if you classified diseases, let's say fever
as a disease you could never conceivable generalize about fevers except
to say that it involves a higher temperature than a normal body
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temperature because fever is associated with so many diseases. It's a
poor classification. Now, Dewey uses for generic type, he uses the idea
of dew. He said the question arose early, there was talk in the literature,
in poetry, of dew falling to the ground. So some people said it's a form
of rain that falls only at night and there was an argument. There were
others that said it's condensation, there is moisture in the air and uh.. the
leaves are colder at night and there is condensation of the moisture in the
air. When that becomes established then you know what dew is, you
know, it is not rain. It is something else. Okay now if you classify dew
as rain and then try to generalize about dew or rain you are up a creek!
You can't do it, you have misclassified. Okay. So when you are looking
for the subject in your own analysis, the exception creates problems for
you. The problem of classification. Of definition of what it is that you
are studying and then when you generalize and describe a process which
is presumably the cause of something else. My conception of that is that
it's a process which begins here and works its way out over varying
periods of time. In the physical sciences it's a very short time. In the
biological sciences it's maybe a very long time and it comes out in the
end as something you are interested in - we call this whole process the
causal process. And, if you, as I said you know, if you stop the process
in the beginning with a disease. You say we have prevented this disease.
If you stop the process at a certain point you say we have cured the
disease but if you find an instance of this disease that does not involve
this process you are in a pickle. You have to do something. You have
to change your ideas. The exception" (A. Lindesmith).

Manis, being more a student of S.I. than a symbolic interactionist himself, has
problems to decide which side he has to go. He sees the necessity to study society
as a phenomenon which is a real thing, different from what the individuals have in
their mind. He admits that some non-positivistic symbolic interactionist approaches
give a more reliable picture of the world than the positivistic. He deplores on the
other hand that S.I. often did not pay enough attention to the society as something
different from the individuals. In his opinion it is certainly present in the work of
Mead, but less in Blumer's work.

"JM: Well, this is where I become schizophrenic (laughter). Yes! This
is where I feel the dual emphasis of Chicago and Columbia. To me one
of the great benefits of having gone to Columbia was, it seemed to me
that I was brought into contact with some very hardcore empiricists like
Lazarsfeld, although there was those at Chicago too. I had courses with
Ogburn and Hauser. But, there they were looked at as outsiders but this
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was the grand and coming thing. Having had Lynd for example in a
class on power. It seemed to me that the symbolic interactionists
couldn't grapple with some things which didn't involve meaning or
intention. Weber's approach and his definitions couldn't deal with multi-
national corporations. They couldn't deal with the mass media and also
I should mention C. Wright Mills who is there. It seems to me that there
were certain issues which the S.I. were not dealing with" (J. Manis).

"So it seems to me, of course we can look at science as a construction,
true. The Sociology of Science does just that, but we can also say that
some of those approaches there come closer to that real world than some
of the nonreal world. Some of the symbolic interactionists may give a
truer picture of some parts of the world than some of the positivistic
pictures of the world but to deny the reality seems to be just solipsism,
not symbolic interactionism. I think we ought to make a distinction
between solipsism and phenomenology and S.I. and some of these others.
I think there is a reality and certainly Mead, much more than Blumer, I
think that Blumer tends to ignore this aspect of it more than Mead did.
And as I say these essays of Mead on science are a revelation when I
point these out - his notion of scientific knowledge and how it differs
from the kind of information which nonscientists have about reality" (J.
Manis).

S.I. wants not to be cut from reality. Partly it is a constructed reality, but the final
test of all conceptions should be found in social reality. Reality can talk back, and
is not just something in the heads of the actors. This is the opinion of most of these
scholars. Nevertheless, some of them do not believe in the possibility to meet social
reality; we can only meet pictures of reality. Others do not follow this standpoint
and defend a realistic standpoint. The arguments of the last group are very different
and not always clear. By formulating his assumptions one of them  became aware
of the problematic, did not give clear arguments to justify his position, but could not
really decide the way he wants to go.
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CHAPTER 3. CONCEPTS OF KNOWLEDGE

Last chapter described the ontological assumptions about reality, and about man and
society as they are defended by symbolic interactionists. Actually by asking to
express these assumptions we made the often unconsciously living opinions of these
authors conscious. It will be the task of the second part of this work to see if they
apply these principles consequently in their research. We have seen that some of
them had problems to make their opinions clear. The reason is that they often do not
care about these metaphysical  concepts or never thought about it. It will be our
task later on to see if the standpoints put forward here do coincide with the research
practice. Nevertheless it is shown elsewhere that there is a connection between the
ontological concepts and the methodology (Verhoeven, 1985). In this chapter I want
to discuss another part of the basic assumptions of the symbolic interactionists. It
is the conviction of each researcher that he has to produce scientific knowledge. It
is his calling to contribute in a different way to the knowledge of the world than the
way it is done by the layman people. This brings scientists to the conception that
everyday knowledge has a less valuable status than scientific knowledge. This means
that he has to follow some procedures which guarantee that the knowledge he is
gathering meets other criteria than everyday knowledge. This might bring everyday
knowledge in a precarious position. The latter should for that reason be evaded. The
history of sociology learns that there are very different opinions about the value of
scientific knowledge. Critical sociology e.g. was convinced that a lot of socalled
scientific sociology has no social relevancy and should not be taken seriously. On
the other hand some sociologists have considered sociological knowledge which was
socially relevant as having no serious scientific base. It is clear that this differences
may have an important impact on the development of science. For that reason I have
questioned the interviewees to explain their standpoint in relation to their ideal
concept of knowledge and what they consider to be the difference between scientific
and non-scientific knowledge.

A second problem discussed with the authors is about the basic characteristics of
knowledge. Cornelis (1973) contends that three concepts about knowledge determine
the work of scientists. The first is that knowledge is observation, the second sees
knowledge as action, and the third stress knowledge as language.

The first standpoint has been taught by the Wiener Kreis. Knowledge can only be
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reached by the observation of the researcher. The ultimate criterion of knowledge
is the observation and the researcher takes for granted that he sees what he sees.
Only observation is the true basis of certain knowledge. Observation is nevertheless
not sufficient for scientific certainty. If we want to reach scientific certainty we
should apply the principle of verification. The last principle does not change the big
importance of observation to attain knowledge.

Knowledge as action or production was a concept which was not accepted for a long
time. The reason for this was a dualistic world picture. Body and spirit, and nature
and spirit were considered to be separated. Knowledge was typical for the spirit and
action was related to the body. Marx fought this stance. In his opinion action and
thinking were immediately connected with each other. There are three ways to
connect human knowledge with the praxis. First, praxis is the starting point of
scientific knowledge. Second, the praxis determines the aims of scientific
knowledge. Third, praxis is the criterion for truth and objectivity.

This is also the standpoint of pragmatism, which has been seen by many scholars as
the most influential stream of thought for symbolic interactionism. The relation
between knowledge and action is seen here as a theory of meaning. This means that
all representations, concepts and judgements should be seen as rules for the
individual action.

The third conception sees knowledge as language. Both are inseparable, but are not
the same. This concept relies on the two former concepts. Language relies on
observation and we realise an action by using language. The validity of the
knowledge is determined by the communicability. What is communicated should be
individually and socially accepted. Knowledge has a social dimension. The
categories we use should be socially accepted.

Let us take a look into what extent these principles are applied by the symbolic
interactionists.

1. Knowledge, everyday knowledge and scientific knowledge

To know is not only of importance for scientists, but everybody is interested in the
act of knowing. People have to solve problems and for that reason they need reliable
information, even when that information is not scientific. Consequently scientists had
already before their training a particular idea of knowledge, although it was probably
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not explicit. This opinion has not to disappear on the moment of the scientific work,
but it might influence the daily behaviour of the scientist as scientist. Researchers
do not often express their opinion about knowledge, but their ideas become clear by
the way they do scientific work. In the interview I asked to express what they
consider to be knowledge and I asked also if they pay differently attention to
everyday knowledge and scientific knowledge.

It could have been expected that the opinion about knowledge for these authors is
remarkably influenced by pragmatistic thinking. This does not mean that all of them
speak like that, but some of them do it explicitly. H.S. Becker, J. Lofland and T.
Shibutani are very clear in this respect. Knowledge in the opinion of Becker is
shared understanding which is attained in a social process. People formulate
opinions which are checked by the others. If the others agree on it, we can keep that
information as acceptable. Lofland also stresses the practical problems we have to
solve. Knowledge is created in a situation where we have to solve problems. The
same opinion we can find in the interview with Shibutani; knowledge is something
to facilitate living. Knowledge is something we need to solve problems.

"HB: These are good questions. I think I take a fairly radical symbolic
interactionist position on that. That is I think knowledge is, you might
say a form of culture in the Redfield sense. That is shared
understandings. At what we have all agreed on is... having a certain
character in this case, I suppose knowledge the character that we give it
is, that you can depend on that. That is, it won't change, it's a matter of
knowledge as opposed to opinion or belief. That is to say that it's
something that has been investigated and it has been found out for all
practical purposes. It's really so that you don't have to worry about it
anymore. You can take that for granted. Jimmy Carter is the President
of the United States. How do I know that? I know it because I share
that belief, that understanding, with enough other people on the basis of
certain tests that we agree among ourselves to settle the question.
Scientific knowledge is a subdivision of that with stricter tests. Things
have more possible ways that it might not be the way it seems. More
questions to answer. I think of the knowledge process as kind of a
process of proposing ideas, descriptions, and then other people saying,
no that's not true, I don't believe it, and you say "yes, it is because"" (H.S.
Becker) 

"I: Now back to that knowledge. Sometimes you have in the literature -
I am not speaking about your work but in the literature - the idea that

they consider knowledge from different stances. It means that the good
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part of knowledge is scientific knowledge which is produced in a very
systematic way and you have on the other hand the knowledge which is
produced in the common world - the world of everyday. Do you
consider these two different stances?
HB: No. No, to me it's all the same. The only difference is that
scientific knowledge is more systematic. All the questions that are
raised, you know, in scientific discourse are raised in everyday discourse.
In other words if you go to one of these taverns around the corner to
have a beer and start talking with people, for instance, somebody will
offer an opinion and somebody will argue with that and you will hear
questions about sampling. All the methodological questions will be
raised" (H.S. Becker).

"JL: Ordinary knowledge is indispensable. As data in developing
reflective knowledge. One of the things that's most impressive to me
about myself as a practical actor and about others that I've observed, is
that when you are involved as a practical actor, strategising in a situation
you don't have time to reflect upon, and to document, and to generalize,
about what it is that you are doing" (J. Lofland).

"TS: Well I think the whole orientation is borrowed from pragmatism,
especially of Dewey. Knowledge is an instrument to facilitate human
living; the more accurate the knowledge is, the more effective an
instrument it is, and then the most likely way of developing accurate
knowledge is the scientific method. At the same time I don't see
knowledge as something complete and perfect but always a progressive
approximation of all that. In our case we just have a long way to go.
It doesn't bother" (T. Shibutani).

"TS: I think they're quite similar. Scientific knowledge, say in the last
couple of hundred years, because it differs from field to field. But I
would say it's something as a refinement  of common sense of knowledge,
a refinement  in the sense that concepts are more highly specified, hypo-
theses are stated more clearly and tested. But in common sense
knowledge we do the same thing too. We test our beliefs in action. Just
a little sloppier, but it's the same thing" (T. Shibutani).

G. Stone is rather short in his description of what knowledge is. He calls it "a
bounded area of conversation". We see the relationship with symbolic
interactionism, but Stone did not elaborate this phenomenon.

N. Denzin is the only other scholar who described what he sees as knowledge .
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Contrary to what we saw in the former interviews, Denzin relies more on existential
philosophy than on pragmatism. It is clear that he does not agree on the positivist
conception of knowledge, but he wants to know "how lived reality is perceived,
experienced and organized?" Knowledge is not something independent that we
know, but knowledge is only to experience in the daily experience. Here Denzin
finds himself attracted by the ideas of A. Schutz.

"ND: Garfinkel of course would argue that there is no difference. So
that's one answer. I asked you what knowledge is because it seems to
me that in twentieth century sociology we have naively adopted the
principles of the early Vienna school of positivism and assumed that it
could in fact ascertain verifiable knowledge about the social world. I
think that is what we have been repeatedly doing for the last forty or so
years. Not only sociology but psychology and economics as well, it
seems to me. So I think we have to reconsider what it is we mean by
the word knowledge. That is what is to know, to know about? It leads
you to a consideration of epistemology, that is theories of truth. What
is it that we are reporting to know of. One answer, Merleau-Ponty's
interpretation of Husserl is to say that we reject traditional positivistic
conceptions of epistemology and ask instead, how is it that lived reality
is perceived, experienced and organized? That's what I want to know.
How it is that people know what it is they know. So I don't lodge an
independent reality. Now more important here, the logical positivists, it
seems to me, assumed once you posit something independent of people
knowing it then it assumes that you can through successive
approximations get better knowledge of it. Reliability and learning, those
are the traditional canons. What if you take a radical intentionality
approach to the perception of experience. And say all it is that I can
know is what I know at the moment of knowing it? Here then you back
off from Schutz's bracketing of reality, where he contends you can step
out of the ("inaudible") and then go into what it is. And say that no, you
don't bracket it, it's all in the nowness of what you are experiencing.
That somehow makes knowledge different.
I: Right.
ND: I don't know if that answers your question. Because scientific
knowledge I contend is everyday knowledge.
I: Is everyday knowledge? You put the two just equal?
ND: They may be formulated in a slightly different terminology, in a
slightly different language but I contend that if the scientist can't go back
and retrieve a reality, he can only talk about what he is experiencing at
the moment" (N. Denzin).
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The others are not so explicit about what they consider to be knowledge. More of
them on the other hand had a clear answer in relation to the status of everyday
knowledge and scientific knowledge. One of the interesting contributions of S.I. is
the attention for everyday life. This includes everyday knowledge as well. The only
difference between scientific knowledge and everyday knowledge according to H.
Becker is that the former is more systematic. People are in daily life interested in
the same questions as a scientist is. Denzin recognizes a different terminology, but
no fundamental difference. T. Shibutani contends that scientific and everyday
knowledge is quite similar. Scientific knowledge is only a refinement of the latest.
A. Strauss recognizes the value of scientific knowledge, but disagrees with the thesis
that only scientific knowledge is knowledge. A lot of action is fulfilled on the base
of daily knowledge.

"There are lots of different kinds of knowledge which are very useful,
scientific is part of it. Down in Washington they operate on a good deal
of that and science would only have to deal with certain kinds of
information, social science that is, would have to provide certain kinds
of information. And then he went on to say certain things about that.
You know. I think that's a fairly sensible view. There are lots of
common knowledge that people take for granted that's all wrong. The
scientists have a part in correcting that where people have a lot of
knowledge. A lot of the work that people like myself do is to say things,
in fact, that a lot of people know in some part.
I: Yes. Yes.
AS: They don't know totally. They are locked into their own positions
and they don't see the wider framework in which to put it. Social
scientists have a very practical function in the sense that they provide
that wider perspective and also the standard Spencer kind of thing. Now
you are operating by myths and that's not true. The other thing to say
is that only science is knowledge, is just nonsense. There are people
who know how to build organizations that make money. Now it may be
that given changed conditions they would go broke and they sometimes
do but within the context of   well that's perfectly good
knowledge" (A. Strauss).

F. Davis does not see a difference between the value of common sense knowledge
and science. We need both. But on the other hand he believes that science will
diminish the value of daily knowledge. Interesting to see is that Davis is very fond
of the way Schutz came to knowledge of society.
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"FD: I certainly don't think of the folk knowledge as bad. There is this
notion in Western civilisation generally, that as we become more
scientific, as we gain better understanding of the laws of the universe and
the laws of social life we will be able to dispense with all these folk
beliefs and what have you. Lead scientific lives a kind of Skinnerian
approach. That I reject out of hand. I don't see a good/bad dichotomy.
I see a... I still think the clearest statement here and I... When it comes
to epistemological  questions to a large extent I don't feel original, I don't
have that much of a philosophical mind and can develop these things on
my own. So I -- the statement I am most comfortable with is Schutz's --
where he does see folk knowledge as the essence. The typifications of
daily life as the essence of society, as the essence of the way that people
relate to each other and then sees the scientific knowledge as building on
that folk knowledge and yet different from it. The beautiful thing about
Schutz is that he recognizes some of these ironies from the transfor-
mation of, let's say, folk typification to some kind of a scientific
proposition and so forth. He unlike so many people in the social
sciences, recognizes at a human level some of the loss that's involved in
this. It departs from the vivid reality of everyday life and even the best
of the best of second order construct has the quality of the homunculus
about it. Where you make an actor go through typical actions but no act
is ever typical. I'm very taken with that approach to the problem" (F.
Davis).

Lindesmith, although convinced of the importance of common sense knowledge, sees
a lot of differences between science and common sense knowledge. In his opinion
is the development of physics so different from sociology, that sociology often does
not offer more information than daily knowledge. This is not the fact for physics.
Lofland does not see ordinary knowledge replace science, but he considers it
something we need to do scientific work.

"AL: Well, of course, scientific knowledge is general. There is so much
that can be said about scientific knowledge as opposed to common sense
knowledge. Scientific knowledge develops, grows from common sense
and it reaches a point - I think Thomas Kuhn has that right - that you
can say that it really begins to come into its own when the discussions
that are engaged in become unintelligible to the ordinary layman. Then
science is beginning to develop as a specialized discipline  and is departing
from common sense. Now, the current findings and language of modern
physics are beyond the realm of common sense and are unintelligible to
the laymen. The Physicists are beginning to sound like mystics now.
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They talk about these quarks, and they talk about some bricks that may
be put together to make all these different subatomic particles which are
multiplied in such profusion" (A. Lindesmith).

"Well, of course now to say, to equate modern physics with common
sense is nonsense. It has gone so far beyond common sense. As you
know, the less developed the science is, the closer it is to common sense.
Now, with sociology a great many of the so-called discoveries we made,
translated into ordinary terms, ordinary vocabulary and terminology, they
are common sense, yes. We have great announcements, such and such
a habit. If you ask anybody on the street fifty years ago he would have
said the same thing" (A. Lindesmith).

"No, it isn't that. It's more than observation. You have an ignorant
person who observes, let's say the phenomena that physicists draw their
inferences from today. Let's say the track of a particle in a closed
chamber. He looks at it and then he says what's happening here? What
are you trying to do? He wouldn't have any idea. He would make the
observations in a sense but he wouldn't have the background to
understand to have any idea of what he is observing. But now if you say
propositions, isolated propositions are not knowledge. When we talk
about scientific knowledge we talk about not isolated bits of knowledge
but of organizational structure of knowledge about the real world. We
think, but Einstein said, you know, it's like the fellow who has a watch
for the first time in his life and he is trying to figure out what's going on
inside the watch but he can never open it up to check. He used that
comparison and he said this man sits here outside the watch and he can
never open it but he studies it from the outside and he tries to infer what
kind of machinery there is inside that watch. And so on and so forth,
but it remains a problematic thing. Now when you say action there is
a great deal of knowledge about the stellar universe, off the earth but
there is no action. Action doesn't matter at all. We set up instruments
and study what we can get. Radiation. We send spaceships to the moon
and we do a little exploring in our planetary system, but my God, the
planetary is in the galaxy and there are hundreds of millions of galaxies
out great distances. What do we know of them? Action you can't take
any action to speak of. So knowledge in some areas is the kind that
doesn't lead to action it just may lead to understanding" (A. Lindesmith).

2. Characteristics of scientific knowledge

Above I gave a description of several fundamental conceptions accepted by
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researchers as the basic ideas about knowledge in science. It is allo shown that in
the tradition of pragmatism, knowledge should be seen as action. It could be
expected that most of the scholars trained in the tradition of symbolic interactionism
should stimulate the idea that scientific knowledge has to be seen as a kind of action.

Blumer himself admits that his work is to a certain extent an expression of
positivism, but immediately rejects the idea that he is considering the actor as a pure
physical phenomenon. In the tradition of pragmatism the actor should always be
considered as a meaningful actor. It means that when we study social phenomena
we always should pay attention to the meaning which is within the act.

"HB: Well, it's positivistic to this extent, of course, this requires some
definition of positivism, obviously. But, it's positivistic in the sense of 

f positivism, obviously. But, it's positivistic irecognizing that there is some empirical process going on which would
be capable of being studied, and approached, as it is done. It's true that
when a person speaks of, let us say, being conscious of the fact that
there is a thunderbolt, let us say, or lightening in the sky. Well??? He
says, there is lightening. You may say, no there is no lightening. And
he says yes there is. Well you can both wait a minute  and see whether
there is. Get a third person, or a fourth person there, to.. to look and see
whether there is an actual flash in the sky followed by some rumbling
and so forth. It's positivistic in this sense" (H. Blumer).

"HB: Well let me make sure that our minds are meeting on this point.
What I want to state is that, using the illustration that I did before, it
doesn't matter which illustration one employs. Let us say that I am
making reference now to the fact that yesterday I'd written a letter which
I planned to put in the mail box, which I failed to do so. And that I am
now talking about that particular kind of behavior or action on my part.
I can do that in ways that enabled me to identify this action of my
having written a letter, my having said to myself I'm going to mail it, my
failing to mail it. I can make those indications to you in a way that you
can understand those and indeed perhaps in a way that will enable you
to check up to see whether or not that's true. Because you might go in
my room and find, yes, there's that letter that I wrote. Open it up and
find that the date of it is yesterday's as I mentioned and it's got a stamp
on it which obviously indicates that it hasn't been mailed. The whole
point is, that I am making to you a series of indications about something
that happened which you could check upon. I do that without at all, so
to speak, putting myself on the trap of saying that these things that I am
indicating don't exist except in the form of some kind of a physical
process involving let us say "the whole play of the central nervous
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system of the human being and that accordingly one can't make any
statement about that activity, about writing a letter and stamping it and
failing to put it in the mailbox". The positivist position who would
declare that you can't make any sense of that except by reducing it to the
physiological process which is involved in it. That's ridiculous what I'm
trying to state. In other words, what I am trying to point out is that if
positivism is to be seen, as many people do see it, as consisting of a
purely physiological activity going on as over and against catching what
I refer to before, as a perfectly easily, identifiable identification of what
is going on by these kinds of indications when one is making when you
say, there is a letter, and I wrote it, and I put a stamp on the envelope
and I put it on my desk to mail and I didn't mail it. These are all
definite, empirical, happenings that can be referred  to, can be checked up
upon without getting into this, I think, extreme positivist position which
declares that the only thing that is real there is so-called abstract and
physical character that's involved. Do I? Am I making it clear?" (H.
Blumer).

This pragmatical standpoint of Blumer comes even more under the searchlights when
he explains his research strategy.

"I: Can I interpret it that way that when you are criticising the traditional
ways of doing research in sociology, that your stance was: when we have
a problem in sociology we must try to solve that problem. The way to
do that is to look at solutions immediately in relation to the problems and
not that we have a clearcut, in advance prepared technique, but that we
have to find out what technique is suitable for this problem?
HB: Oh I would definitely state that's true. The problem of self signifies
obviously a dilemma if you please, that you don't have the knowledge,
otherwise you wouldn't have the problem. If the problem is one which
can be posed, as it should be, in the case of an empirical science, is a
problem which can be posed in terras of what is truc or not truc, what
is there or not there in the empirical world. Well if your problem is put
in that form and it should be put in that form in the case of an empirical
science. Then you go out and examine that empirical world to see what
the situation is. Now if you go out and do that by employing a scheme
of observation which limits you in what you can observe. Which forces
you to observe just along certain lines at the expense of excluding, let us
say, the possibility of making other observations which are relevant to
your problem. Then I think that you are operating contrary to what I
regard to be the fundamental character of an empirical science. An
empirical science by definition stands over and against an empirical
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world. It's a world there, an empirical world which can be approached,
which can be observed, which can be talked about with regard to which
one can ask questions. With regard to which one can make assertions.
Granting that the relationship in the case of an empirical science
accordingly is that of, the empirical scientist standing over and against
an empirical world which is there for observation, for being questioned,
for being approached in one way or another. It seems to me quite clear
that if one raises a problem with regard to that world, and that problem
requires one in order to be answered, to probe into it, to ascertain what
is the nature of the empirical world as- pertaining to that problem. Well,
then you go out and you employ what I would speak of as a flexible,
changeable, variable, approach, to the examination of that part of the
empirical world that is set by the problem that you have. What I am
trying, in other words, to suggest here is that certainly in the beginning
of a quest, that there is both a ground for and a need of, being quite
flexible. In one's examination of the empirical world as pertaining to
the problem, in order to make sure that the problem as one is casting it
is really relevant to that empirical  world. So you get out and look and
try to identify the thing or things to which the problem relates, and try
to see them from different points of view as a means of making sure that
your problem is correct and what not. The problem as referring to that
empirical world. It's in this sense I would refer, declare, as I stated in
some things that I've written that there is a very genuine need, especially
in the case of the study of human society, to engage in an exploration
that's the term that I use as a means of making sure that one's problem
is being stated correctly. Because that problem is significant only if it
ties in with the empirical world which one is trying to understand" (H.
Blumer).

Contrary to our expectations none of the interviewees followed what could be called
the classical track. Taking into account that S.I. has been seen as having its roots
in pragmatism, it could be expected that most of the scholars should follow that
standpoint in relation to scientific knowledge. None of them did, except one, T.
Shibutani. Probably we have to see this attitude as an expression of the pragmatical
attitude of American scholars. They do not stick to the opinion that knowledge is
action. Most of them connect the different conceptions together. Some of them
make a kind of rank order and give the first place to action. J. Manis and Freidson
are the only who give priority to the concept of action.

"EF: Well I suppose it would be a combination of observation and
action, really. Certainly action would be most compatible except I don't
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think, unless you really extend considerably your notion of what goes on
as a problem in the world. I don't think action would be.. inclusive
enough, really. By and large I would say that I would choose action but
certainly some aspects of knowledge are issues of observation that have
been created in particular intellectual communities as a problem. And in
a sense, action. I suppose ultimately I could reduce everything to action
in one way or another including language. Knowledge is language, that
is to say as a result of practical activities in the world considering
practical to include such things as community of scholars sustained in
universities since the middle of the 19th century anyway. Who thought
they seem to be in an ivory tower are very much part of the world uh..
Well I suppose if I had to choose it would be action, but observation
would be close. Language would be last. Language obviously is
important. That language encompasses all action is patently untrue. I
think language has been reified to the point of absurdity" (E. Freidson).

"EF: First there wouldn't be any question in my mind that I would reject
the idea of knowledge as language. I told you that I got very involved
in linguistics, language and symbolism when I was a graduate student.
In fact after that year in the departement of philosophy, I spent two years
in the department of psychology attempting to use structural linguistics
as an analytic tool. I learned intonation analysis and structural linguistics
when I was at Michigan. There wasn't any doubt that language is
extremely important but to make language in a sense the substance of
knowledge is I think, well, I don't think it stands up. If, I suppose if I
had to choose, I'm not exactly certain what you mean by observation
which means a passivity of some sort" (E. Freidson).

"JM: Well I would prefer to say rank order them. That is I would lean
most to knowledge is action. I agree with them all but in the varying
levels. That is, to me, first and foremost science is action like anything,
that is behavior and that's what I see, that's maybe a word. Knowledge
is doing something. Whether it's simply reading a book, that's something
that people are doing, it's not a static entity. In that, I like what is his
name? White something, you know, the anthropologist, Leslie White?"
(J. Manis).

Lindesmith goes a totally different way. Action does not matter at all in scientific
knowledge:

"AL: Yes. It's got to be tested. It's got to be, in science, tested and in
a sense it's practical sometimes. But, the first thing is knowledge is
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language and what is the other one?
I: Knowledge is action and knowledge is observation. So I know. I see
what I see - that is the stance?
AL: No, it isn't that. It's more than observation. You have an ignorant
person who observes, let's say the phenomena that physicists draw their
inferences from today. Let's say the track of a particle in a cloud
chamber. He looks at it and then he says what's happening here? What
are you trying to do? He wouldn't have any idea. He would make the
observations in a sense but he wouldn't have the background to
understand to have any idea of what he is observing. But now if you say
propositions, isolated propositions are not knowledge. When we talk
about scientific knowledge we talk about not isolated bits of knowledge
but of organizational structure of knowledge about the real world. We
think but Einstein said, you know, it's like the fellow who has a watch
for the first time in his life and he is trying to figure out what's going on
inside the watch but he can never open it up to check. He used that
comparison and he said this man sits here outside the watch and he can
never open it but he studies it from the outside and he tries to infer what
kind of machinery there is inside that watch. And so on and so forth but
it remains a problematic thing. Now when you say action - there is a
great deal of knowledge about the stellar universe, off the earth but there
is no action. Action doesn't matter at all. We set up instruments and
study what we can get. Radiation. We send spaceships to the moon and
we do a little exploring in our planetary system, but my God, the
planetary is in the galaxy and there are hundreds of millions of galaxies
out great distances. What do we know of them? Action you can't take
any action to speak of. So knowledge in some areas is the kind that
doesn't lead to action it just may lead to understanding" (A. Lindesmith).

Shibutani keeps the most traditional track of pragmatism, as we already said before.

"TS: Among those three I'd say action, in the sense that for me
knowledge consists of hypotheses, stated in varying degrees of accuracy
and of specificity. By hypotheses, from a behavioristic standpoint, we're
really speaking of expectations. So... an expectation that would be tested
in action, you need to reaffirm it or it is changed. So as a behavioristic
I see knowledge as action" (T. Shibutani).

"TS: I see all human beings as being involved in a succession of
problematic situations. So you engage in reflective thought in an effort
to meet whatever the problems are, big or small. And the solutions that
work... and go on to the next problem. Then scientific knowledge I think
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is something as a refinement of this procedure; all human beings face
problems; if they're successful they share their findings, and then pretty
soon you have specialists who do nothing but work on these problems.
A scientist is just one of these specialists... So if you ask about the
function of science I would say it's simply a specialization of the efforts
of what human beings do to meet their problems as they see them" (T.
Shibutani).

None of the other interviewees stick to one of the concepts, but are inclined to
choose for a combination. It is clear that some of them did never think about this
problem before, although they have to decide everyday in relation to this problem
when they do research. Becker made a choice in relation to this problem, Lofland
and Stone refuse to choose. Davis is uncertain the way he has to go and Strauss
gives arguments not to stick to one of them. Denzin does not see a reason that he
should choose for one of the three concepts, but he thinks that if he relies on Schutz
he comes close to a combination of the three of them.

"HB: No. It would be some sort of mixture of the last two. It really is
all three. I mean, of course, knowledge is based on observations. It's
not observation but it's based on that. If you don't observe anything you
don't know anything. It has to be expressed in language and the test of
it is in large part is that you can do something. I don't know" (H.S.
Becker).

"JL: Well, I think I talk about it at the end of Doing Social Life. The
whole notion of people as active agents rather than acted upon, that's
very much at the basis of American pragmatism. That's distinctively
American, that pragmatic philosophy is the distinctively American
philosophy, that interactionist sociology is the distinctive American socio-
logy. I don't find  it... I find that comforting. That is, you are doing a
social science that is reflecting the social reality, or at least one that's not
too out of date, some kind of social reality of American society. That
is the whole sociology of knowledge kinds of analysis of what they do.
I find  it rather comforting that I'm part of, in some way, a body of
people who are trying to articulate a body of social science that is in
some way part of an authentic American experience. Somewhat
individualistic, that is optimistic in a lot of ways. It may be rapidly
becoming passé. I mean social reality is changing so fast that sociology
is behind the times. Behind the structural, I have that sense.
Nonetheless there was a time when it was true. So it's not in relation to
pragmatic philosophy in the same sense that American pragmatism
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reflected the expansionist instrumental nature of American society. Do
you realize that in the last 150 years American society has been an
unbelievable pace. The way in which seven million people have for
better or worse and often for worse acted on this country in a way that
is just stunning. You know, if you take a historical perspective" (J.
Lofland).

"GS: No of course not. I don't care whether you do or not. As I say if
you label me I'll become something else (shared laughter). No, seriously.
From knowledge, and here is where I owe my greatest debt to George
Mead. As near as I can conceive from my readings of Mead and my
discussions with people who are presumably familiar with Mead, and so
forth. Knowledge is a universe of discourse. By which he means an
ongoing set of relations mobilized by understood symbols. So that in
common sense terms knowledge is a conversation amongst people who
think they are knowledgeable. So that any science is a conversation
among scientists who proclaim that they are such scientists. Knowledge
in sociology is the conversation among people who proclaim themselves
as sociologists. Now this knowledge is constantly shifting, in terms of,
really in terms of the communication, the conflicts, the arguments, the
agreements that are going on all the time. It's constantly changing,
constantly changing. The question in my mind is not whether this is
knowledge, which at any moment changes, which makes it very exciting
to be a scientist and that's why I like to be a scientist" (G. Stone).

"FD: No. No. I understand. I'm torn between the second and the third.
The first, you know, that knowledge is that which we can observe or
verify in terms of some mark, some indicator and so forth, and that this
is all we can say about knowledge. No. I think it's ridiculous because
it creates too much of a disjuncture between knowledge and everyday
life. The other two I think, you know, less so. The other two want to
bring some order into it and so forth. I would say, I am somewhere in
between. Had you asked me five years ago I would have put myself
much more so in the second one. Now I would say, you know I'm
becoming much more intrigued with the third. But it may be a
vulgarization of the Whorfian hypothesis - in how language, not only
language, but many forms of communication and the conventions of
communication, structure our experience in the world. I think it's
tremendously important. This get's back to what we were saying earlier
that I do think I would like to see symbolic interactionism, particularly
as it emerged in the American milieu pay more attention to that.
Personally now, although I don't know what I am going to do with it and
I'm sort of still explorative about, I'm getting more interested in
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semiotics. People like Eco, Barthes and so on - that's why I had the
book you may have seen there" (F. Davis).

"AS: No. I'm not objecting to the questions I'm just giving you my
reactions. Obviously to me, obviously knowledge is not just observation.
Because you don't have an unbiased eye, or head, looking at the world
out there. So language is essential but it's not simply that. What was
the other one? It can't be just ideation because there is some kind of
interaction between you and the world out there.
I: Action.
AS: Action. Yes" (A. Strauss).

"ND: Knowledge is experience.
I: Knowledge is experience. What do you mean by experience. Do you
mean experience in the scientific sense? Or do you mean experience in
another meaning?
ND: I mean it in a Jamesian, Schutzian sense. What I know at the
moment in my ongoing lifeworld, in my ongoing stream of
consciousness, my ongoing stock of knowledge. So it clearly combines
action, language, observation. It is not confinable to any of those three
solely" (N. Denzin).

This short description of the assumptions about knowledge makes clear that not all
scholars are used to think very often about the content of knowledge. It is for them
more a question of praxis than of reflection. Second, the training in S.I. was not of
that type that these scholars were trained to become uncritical believers in a
particular way of thinking. Very different opinions were expressed. Third, although
traditionally S.I. has always been connected with pragmatism, it is clear that the
majority of the interviewees does not agree on that. Some of them admitted that they
hardly know what pragmatism is about.



CHAPTER 4. FUNCTIONS OF RESEARCH

Researchers are supposed to act very consciously in order to guarantee reliable
scientific work. It is part of their training to put each step deliberately and they learn
to reflect very carefully about the consequences of their decisions for the results of
their work. This training could not prevent that researchers keep going on applying
principles which influence their work although they are not aware of these
consequences. In other words they apply several basic assumptions without any
conscious justification. Most are taken for granted. They are nevertheless very
fundamental and it should be a point of research in order to understand the
development of a particular approach in sociology.

The topics I want to discuss in this chapter are since long points of discussion in
sociology. It doesn't mean that all sociologists thought very carefully about these
problems. Doing sociology can be considered to be nothing else than a job you have
to do without questioning the possible consequences of research for society. Many
sociologists take for granted that the work they do is in favor of society or they do
not really care about the consequences. They see the task of the sociologist in
collecting data in order to understand what is going on in society. In the latter
hypothesis they take for granted that the work they do is value free, or better, the
only value they care about is to do scientific work. It means that they may not be
influenced by other values than the value of scientific work, i.e. objective research.
This thesis has been a topic of discussion since the beginning of this century. One
of the most famous discussions is Max Weber's (1904). In his opinion the social
scientist has to do his work value free. He may do research about values. This can
teach him what values are considered to be important in society. He can also study
the best procedures to realise a particular value. But he never can say which value
we have to follow. Values do not belong to the domain that can be determined by
the sociologist. This standpoint is certainly not accepted by all sociologists. The
most famous reactions came from the Frankfurter Schule and the American radicals.
Not only these scholars convinced a lot of their colleagues that it is almost
impossible to do research value free, but very important in this respect is also the cri-
tique coming from sociology of science. Its findings are very convincing.
Sociologists may try to do their work as objective as possible, it doesn't prevent that
they apply values in their work.
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In this chapter I want to trace the opinions of the interviewees in relation to this
problem. It has been said that S.I. has its roots in pragmatism, even when it has to
be admitted that most of the interviewees are not very much aware of it. For that
reason it seems to me very reasonable to expect that these authors have thought
about the problem and probably decided the position they take in relation to this
problem. In this chapter I shall successively discuss three questions to answer this
problem. First, what is considered to be the task of a researcher? Second, does this
task imply that research has to be done value free? Third, what values should guide
the research?

1. The task of a researcher

The first task of a researcher is to do research. He has no political responsibility and
has not to join a political party. This is the opinion of the majority of the
interviewees. The task of a researcher is to understand what is going on in society
and explain this to other people. Becker states that a sociologist has to analyse
society so carefully that he collects information worth looking for. He stresses very
strongly the capacity of the researcher to give information which is credible.
Sociological work should be done the proper way to promote this credibility.

"HB: Yes. I think it's a more useful way of talking about it than truth
because I think of what I just said before, in your last question. What
we are engaged in is persuading other people that we have found out
something that they can believe, that they can depend on. Something
credible. So that's why... credibility, believability" (H. Becker).

The other interviewees agree on this principle, but add some other ideas, which now
will be described. E. Freidson wants a sociologist to produce knowledge which is
tested in relation to its applicability. If a piece of information has no possibility to
be applied in other situations than it has no real importance.

"EF: Well, I think really it's a matter of... of what you are interested in.
I don't think it's a matter of legislation, or saying absolutely this or that.
So as far as I am concerned the ultimate test of the value of one's
observations and attempts to explain. The ultimate test, and here I
suppose I am using a positivistic criterion, is the possibility of
application. I mean how else do you know? Not know but what to my
mind... if one's analysis is... close enough to reality to be considered to
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have some validity, never complete validity, then it should be possible to 
use it to change a situation that seems patently not so good. It doesn't
have anything to do with value freedom as far as I am concerned. Here
you have your notion of value free science versus science. I think even
notions of value free science would say, well, I can tell you how things
work and you can apply it the way you will according to your values.
I don't really think I am talking about the distinctions between value free
science and science.
 
I: When you use the words applicability, but applicability by who, or for
who? Makes that a point in your consideration or not? When you say -
- there must be a possibility to use science so it means that somebody
must have the possibility. 
AF: Well no - it's an important test of its validity. How else do you
know it's true? If it doesn't work" (E. Freidson).

Sociologists may have a political meaning in the opinion of J. Lofland. Nevertheless
this political meaning has a very special character. It does not mean that a
sociologist has to prescribe what a policy maker has to do. The only thing he has
to deliver is information so that the apprehension and cognition is widening.

"I: So it's not a stance in relation to policy? You don't mean that a
sociologist must be the person who is creating a kind of policy?
JL: Only in the broadest sense. In the broadest sense of a... widening the
range of apprehensions, cognitions, the variety of cognitions that people
have as to the sort of social things there are in the world and their likely
consequences of setting up a milieu of a broadened consciousness as
distinct form doing statistics, or making decisions about whether to build
a freeway or not. Which is that would be policy in the very specific
sense. I'm not against that, if people want to do that, that's fine. I don't
think it's the highest calling of sociology" (J. Lofland).

Shibutani and Strauss deal with the task of a researcher in a very peculiar way.
Shibutani makes his analysis from a pragmatist conception of society. Mankind has
to solve problems. Some members of society get a training to do this problem
solving work. A researcher has nothing else to do than to specialise this way that
he is an excellent problemsolver. A. Strauss puts his task on a similarly very general
level. He writes for educated people, specialists or just interested people. They have
the right to get informed, so that they have a better understanding of social life. For
none of the two does this mean that they are the collectors of information to  support
a particular policy.
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"TS: I see all human beings as being involved in a succession of
problematic situations. So you engage in reflective thought in an effort
to meet whatever the problems are, big or small. And the solutions that
work... and go on to the next problem. Then scientific knowledge I think
is something as a refinement of this procedure; all human beings face
problems; if they're successful they share their findings, and then pretty
soon you have specialists who do nothing but work on these problems.
A scientist is just one of these specialists... So if you ask about the
function of science I would say it's simply a specialization of the efforts
of what human beings do to meet their problems as they see them" (T.
Shibutani).

"AS: My position is a classic one in American sociology, in American
social science. There has always been a very strong tendency for
American social scientists, some of them, to write for the educated public
or for elites. I've done both. Some of the books like the books on dying
and pain are written for a double audience. The sociologists interested
in theory, interested in how things work, and also for the health
professionals. Now I wrote one book with Barney Glazer called The
Quality of Life, which is a book about chronic illness. That book is a
good example of one that is written just for health professionals not
really for sociologists. It's written down in language. It's a sociologist
writing about these illnesses and actually using papers by students to do
analyses of... you see? So the position allows you to move in either
direction. To change everybody's... uhh... life, in the usual sense of the
word. So, one can move in either direction.
I: That is not your standpoint, I see but it doesn't mean that your
standpoint is - join a party?
AS: No.
I: So you do it independently, as a sociologist and your point is I want to  
detect the mechanisms, the real processes, that's your ideal and not to
give an account of advice, let's say, this will help you and spread a kind
of ideology.
AS: Right. Obviously values make your choice which audience you talk
to or which topics to choose. If you say I want an enlightened and
educated public that's really a commitment to some sort of imagery of a
democratic, rational, discourse. There are values involved. But that's
very different from joining a party..." (A. Strauss).

Most of the authors are convinced that sociologists have the duty to collect data to
make society more understandable. Some made clear that this work should not be
done to support the opinion of policy makers and certainly sociologists shouldn't have
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to join a particular party to promote some ideas. Sociologists shouldn't be linked to
movements. That this opinion is not generally accepted, has been shown above,
when I mentioned that the critical and the radical sociology really asked to choose
for the defense of particular ideas. This does not mean that they have to belong to
a party, but at least express themselves as people who want to promote the interests
of exploited groups. H.S. Becker doesn't belong to these sociologists who expect that
sociologists should belong to a group. He is nevertheless convinced that everybody
has a position in relation to groups with or without power. We always have chosen
a side, even when we try to hide it or deny it. This kind of opinion does certainly
not support a value free approach of society. How do symbolic interactionists look
at this problem?

2. Value free research

Every researcher belongs to a society and whatever he produces has meaning for that
society. According to H.S. Becker our society is structured in this way that,
whatever a sociologist investigates, his conclusions will almost always be explained
in function of the support of the anti-establishment. Value free research is thus
impossible.

"HB: But you see it's not that you do that for political motives, you do
it for scientific ones.
I: No.
HB: But it has political consequence and the political consequence is
almost invariably in the direction of anti-establishment.
I: It's not your stance - to be clear in this thing - that you have to do it
for political reasons?
HB: No. In fact...
I: As a scientist you say I just have to do my job.
HB: There are a number of people who are really rather conservative in
their politics who have done some, in a way, very anti-establishment
things" (H. Becker).

None of the other authors believes that a value-free approach in sociology is possible.
The arguments they provide to support this thesis are very different. N. Denzin finds
support in the opinion of G.H. Mead and H. Blumer, but also of Merleau-Ponty and
Sartre. All research is determined by the values which surround us. The economical
infrastructure guides the work of sociologists .
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"ND: Well here I think I would be in agreement with Mead, or Blumer
or even to take the French phenomenologists Sartre, Merleau-Ponty who
certainly take value laden stances toward their life work. It's impossible
to be value free, as someone argued. A major goal of what I would call
cultural disciplines wouldn't use science now, is the subjective
interpretation of a person's experiences. And then should one choose to
go further in evaluation of that interpretation which would take him to
a marxist, praxiological position which I would take.
I: But does it mean for you that you join a party? I mean that you take
an option to integrate, or to become a member of a political movement?
ND: I don't think so. I agree with Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, the eastern
bloc Marxists became bureaucrats, ideological bureaucrats!" (N. Denzin).

Freidson does not believe either in value free research, although he doesn't mean that
a sociologist should join a group to find support for his opinion. What he surely has
to do is check if his analysis is applicable and moreover he should care about the
moral values. Not all kind of research is acceptable. Moral demands may refuse
some types of research.

"I: So when you use the word applicability, your stance is that it must
be possible that it can be applied by one or another person? It doesn't
matter who.
EF: Oh sure. It matters to me who, but um.. from the point of view of
a validity, certainly that it can be applied effectively is to me a very
important criterion of validity. Now moral acceptability is another matter
again which I regard equally important, but a separate issue. And it
certainly matters to me to the extent to which I feel that some things
oughtn't to be published on moral grounds although I don't think anything
that we do is really that important. But in theory well the atomic
scientists in post WWII. I very much sympathise with and I have, in
fact, lobbied in Washington for the destruction of identifiers to prevent
the development of a police state. Which is against the interests of
research in general. So I think that certain moral issues would, to my
mind, take precedence over simply being able to test uh.. you know how
good it is, you know, by dropping the bomb for example. I'm not
interested in that kind of a test and I think a moral consideration would
override it. By the same token I am not interested in the capacity of
having centralized dossiers with enormous amount of information
available for the testing of social scientific theories because the potential
for political abuse is so great and too far overweight to my mind, the
value of having that stuff available for testing sociological theories. But
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I think they are separate issues. Which is not to say that values don't
intrude in research in all kinds of ways but there are ways, and there are
ways. It's a matter of degrees. It's in this matter of degree that I think
they are separate issues.
I: Do you agree with the stance that a sociologist uh.. is obliged to join
a particular party? When you are doing your research do you think in
function of a particular policy? So you can say I am doing my research
as a function of, for instance, national health. Is that your stance?
EF: No it's not my stance. Aah.. first of all, it may very well be that
there aren't any parties that are worth joining. And I think I hold to the
maybe naive view that the sociologist is doing perfectly good work
attempting to be really independent of parties, and independent of
positions, which is not to say that he can ever be entirely independent.
But to be independent of a party, like being independent of a theory, is
to be independent of what shall I say? of a Leviathan, of an organized
entity. I think it's important to be independent of organized entities
whether it's the state, or a party, or whatever. Which is not to say that
one is value free. But I don't think one should be at the service of some
party one has chosen. It would be stupid. In the U.S. anyway" (E.
Freidson).

On the other hand Lindesmith warns us for the danger to follow too narrowly a
particular moral standpoint. If we stick to a particular moral standpoint it may have
as a consequence that we consider some behavior as unacceptable and this might
bring us to an evaluative attitude of the behaviour of others. The only thing we have
to do is to look for some evidence for a thesis we are testing. This may include that
we really have to take into account immoral behavior.

"AL: There is likely to be conflict between moralistic observation unless
how, it depends how the moralistic observations are made. If they are
made in a detached sort of way, you say judgement is passed -- drug
addicts are judged by most of the population to be inferior and dangerous
or irresponsible people. That's just a statement of fact. But when you
start to make the moral judgements yourself than something else. And
that tends to get you into conflict with yourself. It keeps you from
looking for the right things. You are supposed to be looking for
evidence that will enable you to form a theory. This, by the way, is
something that I have done, it seems to me it puts me up on a lot of
people because I have illustrated my ideas of science by my own study
of drug addiction. In fact that's where I got them. It's where I got my
ideas. As I studied drug addiction I tried to come to terms with what I
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was doing. I tried to come to terms about what I was doing over the
years. And I wasn't taught these things" (A. Lindesmith).

None of the researchers believes that valuefree research is possible. This does not
mean that they contend that a sociologist should join a party or become a partisan
of a particular political idea. They warn moreover for the moral demands. They are
not only a kind of protection against research which does not tribute recognition to
the human values, but on the other hand some moral values can guide the researcher
to phenomena which are acceptable from his standpoint, but which do not give a
sufficient open mind to study phenomena which do not belong to that domain.
Moral values may influence the researcher so that he does not see important social
phenomena, because he is hindered to see these phenomena.

3. Values within research

In a certain way it is very clear that symbolic interactionists are aware of the fact that
doing research always implies values. S.I. is a kind of sociology of knowledge and
brings the researcher to a closer look at the influence of social structures on all kinds
of knowledge, including daily knowledge. H.S. Becker (1970) has described this
phenomenon in a very convincing way. The question here is: does this mean that
a sociologist has the right to study reality from a very selective angle. Is it allowed
to study social reality so that the results support the hypothesis the author wants to?
None of the interviewees agree with this thesis. Most want an objective approach
of social reality. I quote the answers of two. First the opinion of H.S. Becker, and
second this of Manis:

"HB: Well, I mean there is a lot of different meanings to that word so
that's hard to say. I think objectivity in a sense, the way I think about
that is that I would like for what I find out not to be influenced by what
I would like to find out. In other words, supposing I am doing research
on marihuana and I would like, for personal and political reasons, to find
that marihuana smokers are the most wonderful people in the world.
They do nothing but good, they help old ladies across the street, they
give money to charity. I mean they are exemplary citizens in every way.
Let's say politically that's what I would like to find out. It's a trivial
example but... ahh.. and I discover as I begin to do my research that, in
fact, they don't. They start to help old ladies across the street but then
they knock them down and take their money and so on. Better I should
know that! It simply isn't sensible not to know those things because I
would prefer not too. That's the meaning that I give, by the way, to the
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notion of sentimental. Sentimental isn't - which Gouldner misread in a
kind of egregious way. I don't mean that you shouldn't have action. I
just mean that you shouldn't allow what you would like to think to
interfere with what's there to see" (H. Becker).

"JM: In breaking this relationship. Carrying on from.. well I trace out
some of that in this chapter too. My thesis is that there is a value
dimension whether we choose to state it or ignore it. That there are
values involved -- there is no such thing as value-free. I'm not saying
that we should be biased. On the contrary, what I am saying is one of
our values is attempting to be as objective as we possibly can. In order
to do that we ought to state our biases. Our possible biases.
I: That's right. But it doesn't mean (to be very clear) that you, as a
sociologist, must make such an analysis of society that this just fits into
a political program?
JM: Well I can't make those analyses fit my preconceived notions.
Aahh.. I have every right to develop a set of notions, and I should state
the values on which I think those might be based, if I can detect them
and explain them. But I have no right to tailor the facts as they come
out so that they will support my value judgements. That's what I mean
by... so I am saying that science is a set of values and the value-free
notion is in a sense, correct, in that I want to be free of any values which
contaminate the desirable objectivity. That does not guarantee our
neutrality. In fact, on the contrary, it may create a hidden bias which
you can't see because we believe to be neutral" (J. Manis).

Manis considers objectivity as an essential part of the calling of a sociologist. We
have not the right to cut the facts according to the measures of the values we want
to promote. It means that we have to be value free. But this means also a threat for
our neutrality, because a hidden bias might guide our work. Again it should be
stressed that objectivity doesn't mean that we can study whatever and however we
want. No, there is something as a social responsibility. We may not test whatever
we want. If we test something, then we should only test those phenomena which are
no threat for people.

"The example I would use. Suppose I am a nuclear physicist  and I have
a hypothesis that if I push this button this will set off an endless chain
reaction. Now, do I have a responsibility as a scientist to test this
hypothesis? (laughter) to see whether my hypothesis to say... I can't test
this hypothesis because if it's true it wipes out all life on this planet.
Then, it seems to me, my greater responsibility as a scientist is not to the
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intrinsic values of science, to test hypotheses, because if there is any
possibility that's true - we are all dead. It seems to me that our
responsibility is to ourselves as members of a scientific community and
the larger society as a whole. I call those my social responsibility
values. It seems to me this is what a lot of scientists are saying today"
(J. Manis).

These answers certainly don't exhaust all values inclined in doing research. The
main values stressed by the authors are those of objectivity and morality. These are
very crucial in research. Research is clearly presented here as a human act which
should be guided by principles valuable for human action. By choosing a particular
interpretation of objectivity, symbolic interactionists deny a critical or radical attitude.
In the spirit of Mead they want to give a reliable picture of acting people.



CHAPTER 5. WHAT IS SCIENCE?

In the last three chapters the basic assumptions used by the interviewees during
scientific work have been described. Asking for these conceptions was often a
process of creating an awareness which was not present before. Very often the
interviewees had not reflected upon the problems and some of them considered these
questions of no importance. They are rather researchers than methodologists and no
interest was paid to the problems during their training. It is clear that they can do
research without answering these questions. But it cannot be denied that the basic
assumptions do touch very deeply the research practice even when researchers are
not aware of the problems.

In this chapter I come closer to the daily problems of the researcher. While
organizing his work a researcher expresses a particular concept about science and the
kind of knowledge he wants to attain. The basic assumptions used by the
interviewees are already described in one of the former chapters. In this chapter I
want to present two problems. First, what do symbolic interactionists consider to be
the ideal of science? Second, what is truth and is truth attainable?

To answer these questions the interviewees have to refer to the daily practice of the
organization of their work. It is clear that if a researcher wants to give an
explanation of phenomena that he will organize its observation, data collection,
analysis procedure etc. differently than when he wants to describe phenomena. Some
researchers contend that a causal analysis is possible, others cannot imagine that in
sociology we can come to find causal links. These different opinions have of course
a tremendous influence on the concrete organization of the work. Asking these
questions I intend to get an answer on problems which have to be solved during the
daily research work. Of course, it is possible to collect this information also by
studying the research of the interviewees. It was our aim to see if the ideals as they
live in the mind of the researchers also meet the practice of research. After the short
presentation of the ideas, in a second part of this study a comparative analysis of the
research practice and these ideas will be made.
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1. What is the ideal of science?

If we take as a starting point the opinion of the founder of S.I. than it is clear that
there is no room in S.I for positivism. Blumer wants a kind of empiricism, but he
does not believe in the approach of human behaviour as something that is just
physical. This kind of reductionism is rejected by Blumer, just as he recognizes the
denial of this approach by G.H. Mead.

"HB: Yes. But it's not positivistic in the other.. philosophical sense. Of
being something that is, let us say, inherently physical in character, and
has to be understood as being only physical in character. An active
indication involves - I don't question this and Mead would never question
this - actually the operation of the body. It indicates something, you
point to it, whether you point to it with your finger or refer to it, let us
say, by making a notation to yourself that you forgot to mail a letter
yesterday that you wanted to. Something of that sort. This is
undeniably, the body is involved. It's, but the point is whereas the
positivist represented, let us say, by the behaviorists, the pure
behaviorists, would want to take this phenomenon. This occurrence, let
us say, of failing to mail the letter yesterday. They would want to treat
that whole thing in terms of being a physical process involving, let us
say, the play of the sensory nerves and the central nervous system, and
the motor nerves. And nothing beyond that. That kind of positivism
which I reject as Mead rejects. You're taking something which is very
genuine and dissolving it away by reducing it to something else" (H.
Blumer).

Although I will discuss this problem later more extensively, it is not sufficient to say
that Blumer refuses to accept positivism. Other aspects of science should be taken
into consideration. In an earlier publication I have given the following typification
of Blumer's science concept (Verhoeven, 1985: 91):

"..., symbolic interactionism explicitly takes an inductive stance. The
classic patterns of research, the traditional testing of hypotheses, and the
confinement to operational procedures are rejected because of their
stereotyped structures. A researcher has to return to the empirical social
world, i.e. 'the actual group life of human beings' (Blumer, 1969a: 35).
Hence the researcher must bridge the distance between his life-world and
that of the studied group. Therefore, it would be best for the researcher
to become a participant of the group. Doing research means that two
steps are taken. In the first place, there is 'exploration', which means that
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the researcher adapts questions and methods to the interpretation made
by the life-group. In the second place, there is 'inspection': the task of
scrutinizing the relationship between analytical elements (i.e. general or
categorical items) and empirical reality. This method, as formulated by
Blumer (1969a: 21-47), forms an inductive sociology using facts to build
up theoretical propositions. For Blumer (1969a: 30), this includes
confirmation as well as falsification".

These ideas will be more thoroughly analysed in the next chapter. I return now to
the opinions of the students of Blumer. A first characteristic typical for most of
these scholars is the idea that a researcher should work inductively. Causal analysis
is not taken for granted by all of them. Some think that causal analysis is a possi-
bility, but they think that sociology should not produce complex approaches of
causality. J. Lofland promotes these ideas. He is not looking for falsifiability, in his
opinion a sociologist should look for "interest, novelty and insight". Sociology
should formulate opinions which live in society but which are not expressed enough
so that people can become aware of these phenomena.

"I: But it's a central point, isn't it? Everything you are saying is in
relation to trying to find out the truth, or not?
JL: Well - now, you see it depends on what kind of question you are
asking. If you are asking a question of causes or of frequency then there
are certain well codified procedures for finding out whether your
assertions are correct or not. As a matter of fact the causal analysis in
sociology is an extremely sophisticated multi-factor analysis available
now for telling, for saying "is a among the causes of b?". Well I tend
not to ask that kind of question, so that and I'm not against those multi-
factor test of causes of a and b. I find that's just fine. I tend to be
narrow and I object to the obsession with it and I think that it's
oversimplistic and, you know, the cause of anything, the causes, are
always so complex, processual over time that the picture, you know, the
more sophisticated techniques - what they are turning up is just immense
complexity and that it's very difficult to talk about causation. Although
we can say in general, that things do play a role in some sense. Now,
if you are interested in types of things, let's say protest occupations as an
abstract category or crowd lobbying or types of collective behavior.
Now how do you falsify those things?
Well you can't find an instance of those things. Right? Such as
Blumer's expressive crowd. We can falsify it. Throw it away. You
can't find an instance of it. But the other criteria and the one that I
introduce in this little, this discussion in analyzing and I'm going to make
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more of it as we go along, is not falsifiability. It's interest, novelty,
insight. In my view one of the most important papers done in sociology
in a long long time is Murray Davis's piece That's Interesting. Have you
read that piece? It's interesting. It views social science as an evolving
product that fails the more it's successful. That is, we are always on
the edge between trying to say things that are plausible, that are not
obvious or absurd, but interesting. There are three ways that you can
respond to something, that's obvious, that's interesting, and that's absurd.
Now what is absurd? Absurd is something that grossly violates your
expectations. Obvious is something that entirely confirms your
expections. Interesting is something that slightly violates what you
thought was true. What that means is, that the audience's response to a
piece of social science is itself changing all the time. Charisma, thirty
years ago, was interesting. Charisma now is, well, it's not, it's well
known. It's defused. A lot of the things that we get mileage out of in
sociology, socialization, social control, social hierarchy, social classes,
those things get to be less and less interesting because they form part of
the everyday common sense repertoire of people because we have had
all these journalists who took all these sociology courses who write about
it in Newsweek all the time, and everybody knows about it. So - to me
the problem of social science is not so much the problem of truth but of
insight in finding and saying things that people feel, it's a subjective
response, it's a social response. People feel, expand the range of what
they are aware of and what they find useful to be newly aware of the
existence of a kind of thing" (J. Lofland).

On the other hand Lindesmith is more outspoken a promoter of causal analysis. His
model is natural science. The examples are taken from the field of the causes of
malaria. He will use this model for the human sciences as well. As we will see
later, he is using analytical induction.

"I: What do you mean by this method is deterministic rather than
statistical?
AL: That's a little loose. I don't think I would use that terminology now.
Deterministic in the sense that causal relations if you state it in terms of
process you could say if a then and then only b. If b then and then only
a. Then and then only. It is unique, it guarantees the effect. Say if the
causal process that produces malaria occurs you get malaria. There are
no ifs, and's and but's. But if you stop the process then you don't get
malaria and there are no ifs, and's and but's about that either. You may
get some other disease but you don't get malaria. Isn't that right? But
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if you try to say, make such a deterministic statement in terms of a
variable you can never do it. With a disease you can never do it because
you can interrupt the process. But the problem is, you know what the
problem here is - the logical problem is - do you end up defining
phenomena in terms of its cause, if so, for example, they do with malaria
now. If you go to the doctor and you think you have malaria you have
been overseas in India or somewhere and they examine your bloodstream
and they don't find any parasites in your blood and they say well, you
don't have malaria. Are you an exception? How could they find an
exception? Because they define whether you have the disease or not in
terms of that parasite in the blood stream. There can't be an exception,
can there?" (A. Lindesmith).

G. Stone and F. Davis want explanation. Stone is very short in his arguments.
Davis wants to construct theories, but he is convinced that there is a big difference
between the world of science and the human world. Contrary to the tradition he is
familiar with, he relies on the work of Schutz to stress that difference.

"GS: As a matter of fact, you know, all questions. I find the most... if
you give them choices, right? Let's say a, b, c, or d, or something like
that. The most important question is why. And I get more out of that
than I do out of a, b, c, or d" (G.P. Stone).

"FD: I see. Uhhmm. Again I think, I see as does Schutz, a very
profound split between science and the human realm, between science
and the physical realm. I am willing you know, I think the way he
describes that when you are dealing with physics, with chemistry and so
forth, to the best of my knowledge you are dealing with entities which
are not reflexive, don't have thoughts. So any theory you can come up
with to describe their activity and it does it, this has a kind of legitimacy
in its own right. In the human realm I think you have a profound
problem in that there already are typifications and anyone that you might
construct can become part of the world and change it. So this is, I guess
you know, drifting from your question, so I do think in a certain sense,
science may generally be interested in truth. But, how should I put it?
The esthetic, the quality of truth would be very different in the realm of
human and capital affairs than it will be in the realm of science. I don't
see, maybe some rare exceptions, any possibility of universal laws. I
don't see society as a great machine, you know, consisting of the sort of
the penultimate structural-functional model - that it's some great entity,
all of the parts are working together and related to each other to fulfil a
certain state and if we pursue a certain mode of thinking we will reach
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that. I don't see that either. No. I don't know if that answers your
question. Now you are going to ask me so what is truth and social
science? I don't know" (F. Davis).

Although Freidson agrees on some eternal rules which regulate phenomena, he is
convinced that for social life most of the relations have just a temporary meaning.
They last for a short or a longer while and then disappear. For that reason he is very
critical towards marxist principles, where according to him, permanent laws are
accepted. Just for some occasions science can give permanent laws.

"I: In relation to truth you have already pronounced somewhat your
ideas. According to your opinion there is no lasting truth? There is no
ultimate, or it's not possible for a sociologist to find the ultimate truth.
Truth is tentative and we are just spending our time in finding out a
particular insight.
EF: Well, there are ultimate truths of a very important sort - namely, that
I will break my hand if I hit this desk hard enough. I mean that's true.
And for anyone to deny that, I think, through idealism or whatever, is
stupid. I can't have any sympathy for that sort of notion. But beyond
in a sense the intractability  of things that all human beings' senses will
agree on - any truth in some organized theoretical sense I can only see
as provisional and historical. I don't see why today we are going to be
anymore successful than a hundred years ago. So I see theories as
provisional. And I see them as successive approximations developed in
a given time for the purposes of that time, and not as absolute truth.
Which is why, you know, Marxist theories of history, you know, leave
me cold and any notion. Here we have the science. Objective notions.
In an organized theoretical sense. This desk is a truth in the sense of a
hard physical object anyway. But maybe we want to call that a fact and
not a truth" (E. Freidson).

The last opinion I want to describe is this of J. Manis. He speaks of science when
the person doing scientific work is interested in some values. He has to promote the
value of knowledge, theoretical and empirical knowledge. Moreover he should have
a kind of "organized skepticism". These are intrinsic values. The extrinsic values
which should be promoted are openess for research and protection of knowledge.
These characteristics are not the essence of science, but make scientific work
possible.



What is science? 93

"JM: Well I've gone a little further here. What I've called them - there
are three sets of values which I categorize - one that I call the intrinsic
value - the value of knowledge itself (that's central to science). That,
this is by the sense that I mean they are intrinsic - they are at the very
heart of science. For example, one is empirical knowledge. Even the
neutral sociologist will say of course - that's what we mean by. Well,
we value that. Merton would call these the ethos. I would say, yes.
But we can also say there are things that scientists value. Everyone I
have asked without doing an empirical study of it would agree, yes. The
value of theoretical knowledge, hypotheses and so on. Another one -
again Merton, organized skepticism. And that's a value. We feel that
people should be skeptical, they should raise questions.
I: That's right.
JM: Universalisms. Parsons. I would say these are the fundamental. I
call them intrinsic values. Then I would say what I call the contextual
values. The search for knowledge can't be isolated from the social
context. In other words in order to have these values you must, there are
certain values in the society that a scientist has to favor the kind of
society which permits inquiry, expression, supportive inquiry, protection
of knowledge and all of those things. So I call those the contextual
values - these are science and its values which are intrinsic to it but it
exists not in a vacuum but in a society and therefore, scientists ought to,
by virtue of those values, endorse these values for the society as a
whole" (J. Manis).

The next question is now, what do symbolic interactionists intend to attain with
science?

2. The search for truth as the calling of science

Man - and so is every researcher - is looking for truth. In daily life people expect
to find truth and the researcher wants at least to attain the same level. Nevertheless
we experience that it is not always easy to find truth in daily life and consequently
it is quite normal that also in research work we do not always find truth, or at least
we find only an aspect of truth. In relation to the position of symbolic interactionists
it is important to know into what extent their ideas in relation to truth are influenced
by pragmatism. Indeed pragmatism makes clear that truth is variable and is
depending on the result of a particular idea. Truth is never permanent and changes
according to the situation in which a particular proposition is formulated. For that
reason it is interesting to know into what extent symbolic interactionists consider
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themselves to walk into the traces of pragmatism. Above I contended that H. Blumer
certainly considers himself to be strongly influenced by pragmatism, and the same
has been said of T. Shibutani. For the other interviewees this is not so clear. Of
course, into the extent that they got their training of Blumer there has been some
influence of pragmatical thinking. Nevertheless most of them deny to have had a
formal training in pragmatism, which they consider more a philosophical thinking
than a body of rules guiding research. Some of them read a few papers on
pragmatism, but in their opinion they had no big influence on their work. Most of
that work is almost forgotten. The only way they accept pragmatism having any
meaning for their work is the general American conception that you have to look for
practical solutions to solve problems during research. The opinions they express in
relation to truth are consequently not directly influenced by the philosophy of
pragmatism, but by the obligation to give a practical answer on research problems.
For that reason it might be expected that there are different conceptions about truth
in symbolic interactionism.

H. Blumer, being a scholar in the pragmatist tradition, stresses very much the
pragmatical approach in research. A researcher should look for truth and non-truth
and to detect it he has to be guided by the empirical reality.

"I: Can I interpret it that way that when you are criticising the traditional
ways of doing research in sociology, at the time you were reacting
against... I think and then later on, that your stance was: when we have
a problem in sociology we must try to solve that problem. The way to
do that is to look for solutions immediately in relation to the problems
and not that we have a clearcut, in advance prepared technique, but that
we have to find out what technique is suitable for this problem.
HB: Oh I would definitely state that's true. The problem of self signifies
obviously a dilemma if you please, that you don't have the knowledge.
Otherwise you wouldn't have the problem. If the problem is one which
can be posed, as it should be, in the case of an empirical science, is a
problem which can be posed in terms of what is true or not true, what
is there or not there- in the empirical world. Well if your problem is put
in that form and it should be put in that form in the case of an empirical
science. Then you go out and examine that empirical world to see what
the situation is. Now if you go out and do that by employing a scheme
of observation which limits you in what you can observe, which forces
you to observe just along certain lines at the expense of excluding, let us
say, the possibility of making other observations which are relevant to
your problem, then I think that you are operating contrary to what I
regard to be the fundamental character of an empirical science. An
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empirical science by definition stands over and against an empirical
world. It's a world there, an empirical world which can be approached,
which can be observed, which can be talked about with regard to which
one can ask questions, with regard to which one can make assertions.
Granting that the relationship in the case of an empirical science
accordingly is that of, the empirical scientist standing over and against
an empirical world which is there for observation for being questioned,
for being approached in one way or another" (H. Blumer).

The other authors have different opinions. Three categories may be recognized. The
first category believes in some parts of science which give us some permanent truth.
The second category is not interested in truth and thinks that it is impossible to attain
truth. The third category admits that we can find some truth, but this truth is just
provisional.

The second category is here represented by A. Lindesmith. But again, the examples
chosen by him are part of physical science. His example is relying on the theory of
atoms, not on social phenomena. He admits that some truth is tentative, but in his
opinion this is just so on the margins of science. He refers to T. Kuhn.

"AL: Yes. But in a sense that, let's say, that somebody would come
along and say, prove that plasmodium which causes malaria does not
exist - no. Now, not many years ago in the field of physics there were 
phycisists physicistswho really privately thought that the atom was a mere con-
struct, did not really exist but was simple invented as an explanatory
mechanism. They thought that. Until very recently with the electronic
microscope they have photographed atoms. I get the University of
Chicago Alumni publication. I was a graduate there. They had an
article on the electronic microscope and they are building a still more
powerful microscope called a neutron microscope and we shall be
magnifying more and more. But I think the maximum possibility that
they mentioned in that article was 50 million times! So much
magnification that it is possible now to photograph atoms.  To
photograph an atom! It has been pointed out that there are physicists
who only now since the atom has been photographed admit that they
exist. Okay. Now is somebody going to come along and say they can
revive the old idea that atoms don't exist? No. You have as you
progress lots of things that you take for granted and that you do not
expect to reverse. You won't admit that. You just say these things are
absolute truths, wouldn't you? But on the margins, yes, tentative in the
Kuhnian sense with the broad theoretical structure" (A. Lindesmith).
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The first category is represented by H.S. Becker and J. Lofland. Becker has no idea
what truth is and it will take a long time before he can give his opinion on that issue.
For him it does not matter if he knows what truth is. A sociologist should do his
work and look for plausible proof. It is impossible to get definitive proof of social
phenomena. The only thing to do is to produce credible material. Credibility is
more important than truth. It is even of no importance to answer the question of
truth, because if he can answer that question or not, he will do the same work.

"HB: See. I didn't say truth (laughter). That's the point I didn't say
truth. I don't know what I think about truth. I know that's a tangled,
philosophical business, before I could say anything about it, I would have
to read about fifty books that I haven't read. I don't say truth. Maybe
some day I will read all these books and get into it" (H.S. Becker).

"HB: In the empirical sciences there is never compelling proof, there is
only plausible proof. Then he follows that seriously and says what the
different degrees of plausibility are and he gives a whole analysis which
is really wonderful. He says, you know, suppose you do an experiment,
and your conclusion, your hypothesis is confirmed but it's an hypothesis
that also could come from three other theories. Well he says it makes
your theory a little more credible but not very much. Whereas if it was
an hypothesis that contradicted several theories it would make your
theory a lot more credible. This is interesting because it's quite a
different view let's say, than Robert Merton, who in one of his early
articles makes a distinction between, you know, compelling proof and
proof which is merely plausible and he says merely plausible is no good.
So it's really quite contrary to Merton. Yes I'm very interested in a
general way. You see, that's what this business about reality and truth
that knowledge is, is all about. Now I interrupted you" (H.S. Becker).

"I: I wanted to know if it is possible to come to, according to your
opinion, to a kind of definite truth. Is that a possibility?
HB: No one has done it yet.
I: Nevertheless, some people...
HB: I think it's, that's the kind of question, to me, which is not worth
bothering about.
I: Uh mm.
HB: Maybe, maybe not; Not worth bothering about in the strict sense
that it doesn't affect anything I am going to do. I will do the same kind
of work however if I answer that question. So. Why bother?" (H.S.
Becker).
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Lofland refuses to take truth as a criterion for sociological work. Indeed a lot of
phenomena cannot be tested. This handicap does not mean that they have no
meaning for social life. Sociologists should look for interesting phenomena, new
insights. They should not care about falsification, but try to find some new
perspectives. Sociologists should be sensitive for these.

"I: But it's a central point, isn't it? Everything you are saying is in
relation to trying to find out the truth, or not?
JL: Well - now, you see it depends on what kind of question you are
asking. If you are asking a question of causes or of frequency then there
are certain well codified procedures for finding out whether your
assertions are correct or not. As a matter of fact the causal analysis in
sociology is an extremely sophisticated multi-factor analyses available

  now. For telling, for saying "is a among the cause of b". Well I tend not
to ask that kind of question, so that and I'm not against those multi-factor
test of causes of a and b. I find that's just fine. It tends to be narrow
and I object to the obsession with it and I think that it's oversimplistic

   and, you know, the cause of anything, the causes, are always so complex,
processual over time that the picture, you know, the more sophisticated
techniques - what they are turning up is just immense complexity and
that it's very difficult to talk about causation. Although we can say in
general, that things do play a role in some sense. Now, if you are
interested in types of things, let's say protest occupations as an abstract
category or crowd lobbying or types of collective behavior. Now how
do you falsify those things? Well you can't find an instance of those
things. Right? Such as Blumer's expressive crowd. We can falsify it.
Throw it away. You can't find an instance of it. But the other criteria
and the one that I introduce in this little, this discussion in analyzing and
I'm going to make more of it as we go along, is not falsifiability. It's
interest, novelty, insight. In my view one of the most important papers
done in sociology in a long long time is Murray Davis's piece. That's
interesting. Have you read that piece? It's interesting. It views social
science as an evolving product that fails the more it's successful. That
is, we are always on the edge between trying to say things that are
plausible, that are not obvious or absurd, but interesting. There are three
ways that you can respond to something, that's obvious, that's interesting,
and that's absurd. Now what is absurd? Absurd is something that
grossly violates your expectations. Obvious is something that entirely
confirms your expections. Interesting is something that slightly violates
what you thought was true. What that means is, that the audience
response to a piece of social science is itself changing all the time.
Charisma, thirty years ago, was interesting. Charisma now is, well, it's



98 What is science?

not, it's well known. It's defused. A lot of the things that we get
mileage out of in sociology, socialization, social control, social hierarchy,
social classes, those things get to be less and less interesting because
they form part of the everyday commonsense repertoire of people 
because we have had all these journalists who look at all this sociology 
courses who write about it in Newsweek all the time, and everybody
knows about it. So - to me the problem of social science is not so much
the problem of truth but of insight in finding and saying things that
people feel, it's a subjective response, it's a social response. People feel,
expand the range of what they are aware of and what they find useful to
be newly aware of the existence of a kind of thing" (J. Lofland).

"JL: I think our problem is not verifying things. Our problem is saying
things that are not obvious. And finding things that are not obvious.
Our problem is not truth. Our problem is sensitivity and acuteness.
Look at the journals. Even the stuff I write - it's just trite. Look at all
these journals you get" (J. Lofland).

The majority of the interviewees belongs to the third category. Most of them deny
a direct contact with pragmatism, except Shibutani. But all of them agree on the
thesis of pragmatism that truth is never permanent. Truth is provisional and not
objective. If truth has to be connected with the situation in which it is detected, it
has according to F. Davis different layers. In physics truth has other characteristics
than in humanities. Sociology cannot work according to the rules of positivism.

"I: But that is one of the things I was looking for. If truth was
something definite or tentative. When I was listening to you. I thought
your answer was more - tentative.
FD: Yes. Oh certainly, yes.
I: We can't anymore. Social sciences cannot reach a definitive truth.
That's something, that is still developing continuously. Now more to the
methodological principles or the methodological elements in scientific
work. We try to explain, I think, in science. Is science an explanation
of something? Or can we say science does not try to explain everything
but science is trying to describe something? What is your opinion about
that?
FD: I think it would be fair to say that I lean towards the notion of, that
science tries to explain, but explanation will include very major elements
of description. I don't think I would not take the very positivist view of
science. That it's there to produce verifiable statements of propositions"
(F. Davis).
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"I: In relation to truth you have already pronounced somewhat your
ideas. According to your opinion there is no lasting truth? There is no
ultimate, or it's not possible for a sociologist to find the ultimate truth.
Truth is tentative and we are just spending our time in finding out a
particular insight.
EF: Well, there are ultimate truths of a very important sort - namely, that
I will break my hand if I hit this desk hard enough. I mean that's true.
And for anyone to deny that, I think, through idealism or whatever, is
stupid. I can't have any sympathy for that sort of notion. But beyond
in a sense the intractability  of things that all human beings senses will
agree on - any truth in some organized theoretical sense I can only see
as provisional and historical. I don't see why today we are going to be
anymore successful than a hundred years ago. So I see theories as
provisional. And I see them as successive approximations developed in
a given time for the purposes of that time, and not as absolute truth.
Which is why, you know, Marxist theories of history, you know, leave
me cold and any notion 'here we have the science'. Objective notions.
In an organized theoretical sense. This desk is a truth in the sense of a
hard physical object anyway. But maybe we want to call that a fact and
not a truth" (E. Freidson).

"I: When we do research can we attain truth, according to your opinion?
JM: Uh... in the sense that um... John Dewey had a phrase many years
ago, "warranted assertibility". In other words we have, on the basis of
our present day knowledge, we are justified in saying this is so.
I: Yes, I see.
JM: In terms of my just, prior comment, yes I would say I would call
that truth. For us. We have to have some willingness to act on the basis
of what we assume to be true. Or else we are stuck, we can't move. I
have to assume that the sun will come up tomorrow. It may not. But
uh... there is so much overwhelming evidence for that. I can go to bed
and expect tomorrow and the next million years (laughter). I'm not
worried after that. For all practical purposes it is true, I would say.
Now if somebody tomorrow can show me that the sun hasn't risen, or
something else hasn't happened, then I think we should be prepared to
open the case.
I: Oh yes, I see. So in your opinion the scientific truth is in a certain
sense tentative? It's not lasting.
JM: It's not irrevocable. In that sense, but I would say that does not
mean that we have to quibble over everything. I think we can accept a
lot of things as truth because the evidence is so overwhelming. Like I
said, the sun will appear at a certain place. If somebody says it's not
going to appear tomorrow for this reason, those people, the world is
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coming to an end because they read in the bible that it said, they
interpret, that I will not bother with that. As far as I am concerned it's
virtually without question. So where the evidence is so overwhelming
and the grounds for questioning are so limited and unjustifiable then I
don't think we should bother spending a moment on it" (J. Manis).

"TS: I guess in this respect I feel like Dewey; Dewey never talks about
truth, he never advocates to it (...) Especially in sociology, I think that's
about as close as we can get" (T. Shibutani).
"TS: No, I don't think in any science you'll ever find the truth. You get
a progressive approximation as you keep correcting errors; but then after
all, the thing you're looking at is changing too. So maybe by the time
you're real close, the thing changes" (T. Shibutani).

"AS: It's always provisional. There is no truth with a big T. Truth is
only your interpretation of reality. It can be qualified,... if things are
discovered and so on" (A. Strauss).

The study of the answers of these symbolic interactionists shows that it is not
permitted to generalize the thesis that pragmatism was without any doubt influencing
S.I. In this important matter of truth, which is a very central idea in pragmatism,
there are many opinions, and they are different into a certain extent from pragmatism.
Certainly, they agree on particular parts of it, but seldom we find the arguments
going back to the original thinking in pragmatism. The opinions are much more the
result of research practice than of philosophical thinking. Probably this is influenced
by the research methods applied by these scholars. To get an idea about this thesis
their methodology should be scrutinized.



CHAPTER 6. METHODOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES

Research is a product of basic assumptions, methodological principles and empirical
work. Until now I have described how symbolic interactionists are inspired by some
basic assumptions. The special feature of my approach was that instead of keeping
these assumptions unconscious, I asked the researchers to make it conscious. The
basics of scientific work which will be discussed in this chapter are much more part
of the conscious, scientific daily work. This does not mean that all researchers
should be very capable to formulate what they have in mind in relation to these
topics. It only means that all researchers have to decide everyday the way they want
to go in this matter.

This chapter is divided in four parts. In the first part attention is paid  to the
principles of scientific reasoning. This includes problems of pragmatism, induction,
deduction and analytical induction. The second part discusses problems of theory.
This opens the possibility to see how researchers use the concepts of hypotheses, 
law and theories. Although philosophy of science makes clearcut distinctions
between these concepts, the research praxis shows that these concepts are often used
as synonyms. The third part analyses the standpoint of the symbolic interactionists
in relation with evidence in scientific work, while the last part is about concepts.
This last paragraph brings us still closer to the concrete research act, which will be
studied in chapter 8.

1. Scientific reasoning

Last chapter has shown that symbolic interactionists have very different opinions
about the ideal of science. They accept the possibility of explanation and description.
None of the interviewees takes a positivistic standpoint. But all of them consider
empirical observation as the main principle to do research.

Since S.I. emerged out of a reaction against positivism, it had to be expected that the
principles of scientific reasoning should be very different from the positivist
approach. Into a certain extent H. Blumer has contended that this pattern should be
changed. He fought the traditional research techniques and did not believe in the
value of the classical research protocols, but on the other hand he sticks to the
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inductive reasoning, which has fundamentally a positivist background.

It has to be remembered that the most applied patterns of scientific reasoning have
a positivist background. Induction is the pattern of the logical-positivists.
Deductive-nomological reasoning is the method of thinking of critical rationalism.
The first method is looking for verification of hypotheses, while the second only
believes in falsification. Both methods have a very different conception about doing
research and about the possibility to attain truth. In spite of these theoretical
opposition we will see that the interviewees have no problem to choose for both
principles. Nevertheless, it has to be admitted that not all agree on both principles,
but some formulate a very deviant opinion. In the next pages I will describe four
trends in this group of scholars. First I shall pay attention to the opinion of H.
Blumer. Second, the scholars who defend both, induction and deduction, will be
presented. Third, a lot of place will be spend to the analytical induction as defended
by A. Lindesmith, including the reactions in favour of analytical induction or the
critical remarks of the other interviewees. Fourth, the meaning of a context of
discovery and a context of verification should be analysed.

a. H. Blumer

Blumer does agree that he is working according to the inductive principles. But
immediately he refuses to see induction as a simple principle of collecting more and
more data to support a particular hypothesis. In his opinion it is no problem to find
facts to confirm a particular opinion. A lot of sociological schools have made that
mistake. Important is to look for "negative instances", in order to falsify the
hypothesis. If a researcher does not find these kind of instances, then he can be
convinced that his ideas make some sense, at least for a certain time. Blumer does
not use the concept 'deduction', but it is clear that what he intends to attain is the
insight in reality which is not artificially constructed by the researcher, but by the
facts.

"I: So both. Verification and falsification?
HB: Well, let me ...
I: It's a possibility I think.
HB: Let me see if I can express myself clearly here. If one makes an
assertion about something in the empirical world. And one is called
upon to verify that assertion. One does not achieve that verification, in
my judgement, merely by collecting and multiplying instances, in that
empirical world, that bear out the assertion. This is all too frequently the
procedure which is actually employed.
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I: Yes.
HB: That someone thinks he has verified some assertion that he is
making with regard to the character of the empirical world, by going out
and accumulating instances that bear out, let us say, the particular
indication that is made. I don't think that's the way you establish your
validity of a proposition you have to establish scientifically. You
establish the validity of a proposition by going out and examining that
empirical world, precisely to see if you can find exceptions to your
assertion. And if you vary your whole approach, this is where this
matter of flexibility comes in, if you vary your whole approach in
searching for negative instances. And if you don't find your negative
instances, to my mind that indicates the likelihood that your assertion is
validated. Is true. Now over against that, what is a deep, whole history
of social science and psychology show by the way, particularly in
controversial matters. If people who make assertions about the empirical
world, endeavour to prove those assertions. Just by piling up as I say,
more and more empirical instances of which seem to bear out that
assertion. Then you have what is the rise of... so  frequently and so
vividly, in the history of the psychological and the social sciences,
namely, opposing schools (laughter). What impresses me, as I look back
over the history of the social and psychological sciences, is the enormous
ability, I put it that way, of these schools to maintain their position, in
the light of opposition from other schools. They do that? But God! they
can accumulate all kinds of stuff...
I: But you are working more inductively and not so much deductively I
think. I may put it that way?
HB: Well, if you mean by that, that what I am seeking to do is to respect
the nature of the empirical world.
I: I see.
HB: You are using induction in that sense, I would say, definitely so.
Because I have said several times, an empirical science by definition has
got an empirical world, which stands over against scientists, or the other
way around. The scientist stands over against that empirical world. He
is making assertions about that empirical world. Logically he damn well
better gets out there and see whether these assertions that he is making
about that empirical world, stand up! To do that he has to get out and
examine that world. If you are thinking, if one is thinking about
induction as being of that sort, in other words standing for the actual
contact on the part of the scientist with the empirical world which he is
trying to analyze. Yes then I would agree with this. This term
induction. I hasten to add here is a weasel word, one can get into a lot
of trouble. I always think here of a saying, rather not a saying but a
declaration that was made by Whitehead, philosopher Whitehead, Albert
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Norris Whitehead.
He's made a remark here which sticks in my mind, because I think it is
so true. The remark that he made is the following, he says, "The theory
of induction is the despair of philosophy, yet all philosophers can't live
without it".
It's true. It's quite true the philosophers have never been able to come
up with a satisfactory answer to the nature of induction. My God they've
gotta live with it. And depend upon it for everything that they do! I
make... throw that out here, merely to signify that in my use of this term,
induction, all that I'm concerned with, as I said a moment ago, is calling
attention to the need of trying to check upon one's assertions by careful,
flexible scrutiny of what is happening out there in the empirical world".
(H. Blumer)

b. Induction and deduction.

Most of the symbolic interactionists follow the opinion of Blumer. Induction and
deduction is necessary. The arguments differ. Collecting data is a very central task
for interactionists. But in a similar way they promote a kind of creative thinking.
Two opinions are visible in the answers. H.S. Becker uses deduction to come to new
ideas. The development of the labeling theory e.g. Becker considers to be the result
of logical deduction. F. Davis is also stressing the importance of discovery. But
unlike Becker he contends that discovery is more the result of inductively collecting
data.

"HB: Well you do one or you do the other. See deduction to me is a
way of developing ideas, you know, look if this is true then this is true
then it must follow that this is true - let's see if it does. You see I am
always concerned with getting new ideas - thinking up something I didn't
think of before. And that by the way goes back to this problem of
conventionality of thinking and orthodoxy. You could use a Marxist
term here quite nicely - hegemony . You know this notion of... But the
worst thing is when you don't think to ask certain questions, so you have
to use everything you can think of to bring up ideas that would not come
to you ordinarily. One way to do that is to expose yourself to empirical
materials in large amounts - to really pay attention to details. You know,
you hear the aide in the hospital speaking very knowledgeably about a
patient, you say, wait a minute they are not supposed to know that !
You know, that's one way. Another way is by deduction because
theories if they are applied rigorously and systematically lead to crazy
conclusions very often. You see in a certain way I have always felt that
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labelling as I developed it was nothing but a logical deduction, the
logical outgrowth of symbolic interaction. If you thought the way that
Herb Blumer taught us you would necessarily arrive at that way of
looking at things. And the whole Blumerian position, you know I once
had a marvellous time with Herb. I shocked him terribly which was fun.
I told him that he had as far as I knew the only truly axiomatic deductive
system in sociology. He was horrified. But it's true." (H.S. Becker)

"I: In that sense now when I am  bringing these two things together and
say you are deductive and also inductive then you are a deviant from the
symbolic interactionist approach.
HB: I don't think so because I think everybody works this way. I think
there is a lot of... there are two levels that you have to distinguish. One
is the level of theology - I don't know why I am  using all these religious
metaphors today but, there is a level of, you know, theological thinking -
theory, which may or may not have anything to do with the level of
practical thinking where you do the work. The real work of sociology
is at this lower level that's the important part". (H.S. Becker)

"I: ...do you use an inductive thinking or deductive thinking or
pragmatistic thinking?
FD: I don't quite know how you would uh... well pragmatic in the sense
of solving a practical problem, I would say probably not. But I would
say much more inductive and uh... very frequently I will confess to you...
when I begin work like the thing in fashion. It is, you know, who was
it who spoke about this, Henry James? Who spoke about "the big buzz
and confusion". I don't quite know where I'm going. I stumble about.
I look at this and this and so forth. When I was a graduate student
during my first years I felt very uncomfortable, part of a, you know, a
process of discovery. I think discovery is much more inductive. In an
odd kind of way although I think it's simplified, too rigid, you know,
Don Cressey's notions in that violations of financial trust. He describes
his methodology of developing an explanation of why people embezzle
money. And then he always finds exceptions to the case and is looking
for another explanation which will be more general and take it into
account.
I think that, even though it doesn't always proceed as neatly as one might
believe, is a description of the way in which I - typically work." (F.
Davis)

Two other authors defend also both methods of thinking. T. Shibutani thinks that it
is impossible to do research without applying both techniques. Although most of his
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research has the aim to formulate hypotheses, not to test them, it does not mean that
he only was relying on inductive reasoning. A lot of work can be characterized as
expressions of deduction. A. Strauss is very formal in this respect. He realizes that
his publications have offered too many reasons to contend that his work was only
supporting induction. This has never been his intention. Ideas can be tested and can
guide research. Deduction is a normal part of the scientific circle.

"TS: I think you have to do inductive work as well as deductive work,
and in fact most of my work is probably more in the type of induction
(or "up-duction"). I wrote little that is deductive, although a lot more
slips in than I'm willing to admit. But my field-studies are attempts to
formulate hypotheses, not to test them. But there's deduction involved
because you check the general principles, deduce all the corollaries and
then start looking at evidence to check the corollaries too. So there's
always both induction and deduction involved. I don't think you can do
a study with either the one or the other.
I: But when you think about the fact that you use induction and
deduction, the fundamental reason of both is just the opposite. Is there
not a contradiction in using both of them?
TS: No, I think the development  of knowledge involves, as a continuous
process with constant feed-back, both induction and deduction. So you
look at a lot of cases, you formulate a generalization, that's inductive.
And then, given that generalization, you figure out all the corollaries,
that's deduction. And then you look at the evidence to see how the
corollaries stand up and then on basis of that you formulate new
principles. I see them as, both induction and deduction, as something
that's continuously going on". (T. Shibutani)

"AS: We have usually been accused of emphasizing inductive reasoning
and ignoring deductive. The book lends itself to that interpretation rather
easily because we are attacking the speculative, deductive kinds of thing.
But in fact if you read it closely it's clear that we are saying both things
go on. That is, you get your ideas. Not only something in your head
and it's clear you get it from looking at the world out there. Then you
begin to hypothesize, get categories and so on and settle that. Then we
can begin to talk about theoretical samples or major comparative
analyses. But that's not inductive. You know..." (A. Strauss)

"I: Yes. There are questions in relation to the analysis or let's say to the
understanding of your work. In Anguish you describe grounded theory
as the point at the other end of a continuum where case histories are. So
one side you have grounded theory on the other side you have case
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histories. My point is, I thought that grounded theory had to be used to
explain acts in case histories. So I didn't see immediately this
continuum, grounded theory and at the other side case histories, but case
histories, and you can use grounded theory to explain the things going
on in case histories.
AS: I think what we were saying there was that case histories cannot
afford the data that other theories have in common with a lot of other
things. But case histories themselves can be, can get data, give data,
okay? Give concepts. But when you're finished you should be able to
explain some, in some more comprehensive way, each of those histories,
with your theory". (A. Strauss)

c. Analytical induction

Although there are a lot of considerations which can be used to deny the possibility
to join induction and deduction in one research act, it can be used as an acceptable
principle. If we take the standpoint of the logico-positivist and the arguments of the
critical rationalist, there certainly is a reason to deny the possibility for a joint
application of induction and deduction. On the other hand it may not be forgotten
that I. Lakatos warned for a one sided falsification approach. The chance that
because of falsification we refuse to consider interesting parts of observation is too
big to accept that as the only principle. Lakatos explains in this context his ideas on
fallibilism. If we consider the double approach of S.I. in this context, than there is
a lot to say in defence of this standpoint.
Not all symbolic interactionists have agreed on this principle. They were looking for
a research principle which could support the fact that they were collecting a lot of
information on just a few actors. Statistical reasoning couldn't help in this situation.
A. Lindesmith did found this principle in analytical induction. This principle is not
new, but he has defended it on many occasions and got support by some of the
interactionists, although the principle was also refused by some other.

Lindesmith finds inspiration for this thesis in the work of F. Bacon, T. Znaniecki and
C.S. Peirce. Analytical induction or abduction is a kind of reasoning, which has to
be applied in processes. The researcher does not need a representative sample to
come to his decisions. Instead of this he relies on separate observations on different
moments. When he recognizes on different moments that the same phenomena
appear when the same conditions are available, it can be considered to be an
explanation of the studied phenomena. Lindesmith is so convinced of this reasoning
that he gives a splendid description of that reasoning. It is a pity that the examples
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do not belong to the world of social action, but to the world of diseases.

"I: Is that what you later describe as analytical induction, I think.
AL: Oh that's a term I picked up from Znaniecki.
I: It's an important idea I think in your development in the logic of
science. The idea of process thinking in relation to causes.
AL: Yes. Now you see in the physical area, in the physical sciences the
processes work rapidly. But when you think of malaria it may be a
matter of say three or four weeks. Mosquito bites, and then there's a
week getting there, so incubation period. Well first there is incubation
in the mosquito after it is infected, a week or more and then it bites you
and then there's another week of infection then it gets into your blood.
It goes to your liver and then it disappears for a while in your
bloodstream and then you begin to get symptoms of the disease. Think
of this as a surface you have a process which starts here, then subsurface
unknown before the cause is known and then it gets to this point and
comes to the surface. When it passes this point then you begin to say
the man has the disease. Then you simply say the cause is part of the
disease.
I: I see. I see the reasoning.
AL: It's a very long process. In the physical sciences it's very, very
short. You have, you always have though. I've got this book of
Margenau's somewhere. He is a Yale physicist. Cause is always a
process. He's still talking about physics. I just think it makes sense.
You take this thing where it may last a month in the mosquito, in the
human being with malaria. Well, during that month, the processes that
go on in the mosquito, in the plasmodian the parasite and the human
body are enormously numerous and complicated. You cannot begin even
to think of describing all of these processes that go on. You have to
pass over some of them lightly but the discovery of the cause of malaria
had to do with the discovery of this subsurface process. We still don't
understand that process. Now there is a tendency to say when the cause
is discovered well all of the questions are answered. That's nonsense.
In physics too you know they discover the particles and so on. Their
problems get more and more difficult instead of easier and easier. There
is no question about truth. Truth raises question about an ultimate truth
towards which you are working and there is no evidence of that
whatever. Things get worse. With time they get more complicated.
I: Now about methodological principles. The types of explanations you
are using in your work. I think we can call it analytical induction I
suppose.
AL: I've a lot to say about that. This differentiation of induction from
pure induction if you want to call it that. Which simply involves
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multiplication of instances. You say the sun rises today and you wait
and you wait and you count for fifty years and the sun rises every day.
Pure induction you say it's going to arise tomorrow because I've seen it
arises. Or any other such thing. Versus the kind of induction in which
you say perform one crucial experiment like something which tells you
what the speed of light is. Now the Michaelson-Morley experiment was
not based on the number of observations that were made but on the way
the observations were made. There was no sampling of light. I mean
no random sampling or huge sample. It wasn't done five thousand times.
It was done damn carefully once and it tells us what the speed of light
is, right? So. That's a different kind of induction. Znaniecki called it
analytic induction and Francis Bacon distinguished between that kind of
induction. Some call, the other kind, numerical induction where the
number of observations is the crucial thing, the number of times you
observe it. I would say that human mortality, you don't know anybody
who had lived to be two hundred years old let's say. So you say every-
body dies, everybody has to die. Now, throughout the history of
scientific logic going back to Francis Bacon and probably earlier, people
noted that there were some conclusions that were very secure based on
very few instances and that there were other conclusions that were very
insecure, that were based on numerous instances. And they called them
by different names. Znaniecki used analytical induction, I picked it up,
see. And then some people picked it up, sociologists, who don't read the
scientific literature that isn't published by sociologists. They picked it up
and they threw it in their journal as a minor heresy  in the field. It has
been a problem in the scientific field since the beginning of modern
science. John Maynard Keynes has a treatise on probability in which he
distinguishes between pure induction and induction by analogy.
Induction by analogy is based on the knowledge of the cases that you
have. Intensity of the knowledge. Pure induction is based on the sheer
number of instances. He makes that distinction and you run across it
everywhere.
I: Is there a relation with the induction idea of Peirce and his thinking?
AL: Yes, yes. I had forgotten for the moment. He has induction,
deduction and abduction. Peirce is a very original uh... versus Dewey
and Mead. Now the problem that arises here is very intriguing. There
are instances in which a conclusion has been virtually established by uh...
the examination of extremely few instances. So, the question is, how is
this possible? How is it possible say from a single, crucial experiment
to reach a general conclusion, for instance about the speed of light, or
uh... a chemical process or something like that. And I uh... looked for
answers to how this is possible and uh... I think that somebody (???) is
right when he says that the answers that have been given are devious and
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varied and there's no agreement. These are those who say that this
process I called analytic induction, is not induction at all, but deduction.
And then there are those who call it a form of induction. And there are
others who say that there is simply no way of explaining it in any of
these ways. That the fact is, uh... and Dewey makes this point, that
when you have uh... an actual example of something, that represents it,
genericly say. So we have malaria as it was actually unravelled by the 
Italians, the French Laveran and the English. Now, Laveran observes the
movement, uh... under his microscope, he observed the movement of one
of these parasites ... and he said my God this is not  a manifestation of
malaria, not a manifestation. It is a parasite, it is a living creature and
therefore must be the cause of malaria. He observed it in one instance
and he immediately asked other people to take a look too and they saw
it too. Then he wrote to the French Academy in Paris and told them
what he had seen and there were raves of excitement that went through
the scientific world.
Everyone was excited by that observation of one man of one parasite in
one sample. They told us nothing about the sample. It was a patient in
the hospital who had malaria. From the point of view of the statisticians
this was one of the worst goddamned study ever made. Okay. So how
can that be?
I recently read and I don' know who. They say there is no way to
explain it. It's not a form of induction or deduction but the fact is that
after that the people who studied this phenomena, said not only does this
happen to this patient in Algeria but it probably happens to all of the
people all over the world who get malaria and it happened probably to
all the people in ancient Greece, Rome, Babylon and God knows where
else who ever had malaria in the past. They accept this conclusion with
the confidence that has absolutely, some of these scientists, there is no
grounding, no evidence, no reasoning for it but they accept it. It's true.
How can they do it. You get all the answers you can find in the
literature. That's deduction, it's induction, it's a combination, it is none
of them. Pierce calls it abduction.
I: We were speaking about this analytical induction. You use in
Symbolic interaction and causality, the word negative instances.
AL: Oh yes, exceptions.
I: Do you use these things in the same meaning like Popper? Is that
falsification in your approach?
AL: Falsification, sure.
I: Because there was no knowledge about the disease.
AL: Because there was no secure way of identifying it. You see. At
present if a person goes to hospital with confused symptoms and the
doctor wants to know what he has and they suspect malaria. They take
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a sample of the blood and look for the parasites. If the parasites are
there. They say he has malaria. So, before that they confused malaria
with yellow fever and a whole collection of other diseases that had fever.
You see sometimes malaria attacks the brain, you get cerebral malaria
and that produces psychological symptoms and you may have been
diagnosed as psychiatric cases. So if you were a statistician in 1815 and
getting a representative sample of malaria you would get a mixture of
diseases. Then you would try to generalize about your sample and you
would not be able to. Because you would have a multiplicity of
diseases".
AL: So if you, if you look into a situation, uh... like the malaria situation
is very harmless. Well the germ is the variable. Now the germ, the
plasmodium, the parasite is absolutely essential, it's a necessary condition
of malaria. But it can't be called causal in the sense that it guarantees
the effect; it doesn't guarantee the effect. You have a very complex
process that involves, it must involve really if you think in terms of
cellular and subcellular processes and biochemical and protein linkages,
and all that sort of thing. It must involve hundreds of chemical and
protein linkages and all that.
I: It's not a sufficient cause? It's perhaps a necessary but not a sufficient
cause.
AL: Yes, I used to think in those terms. Necessary conditions, sufficient
conditions and cause. See. I tried to think in those terms. And then this
process idea came home to me as a way of getting out of the difficulties
that you get into there. So, uh... if you have the germ, for example,
tuberculosis, a great many of us who have never had tuberculosis, in the
sense of having the disease -have little scar tissue formed on parts of our
body because the tuberculosis bacillus is so prevalent. It gets into
everybody. So the obvious, the problem there is not the presence of the
bacillus  but the conditions are proper, that create the multiplication of
the germ, right? So, if you say, as they did say when the germ theory
was just discovered, they say, Oh we have got this new variable, the
germ, see? Well that isn't sufficient. You have got to have the
conditions that allow that germ to trigger a process. And, see this is a
point of my saying what do you think of this surface phenomenon - and
the process starts here say a month before it comes to the surface. In the
case of malaria you've got this very complex process which belongs to
the mosquito, the germ and the human animal, the human body and it
can be interrupted in a great variety of ways, this process. It's build into
the body and it's in a sense, it forms a kind of closed system and you
can usually assume if the person isn't immune that he will get malaria.
But in the mean time you can interrupt this process in many different
ways. With germs , with drugs and so on and so forth, before it reaches
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this point. And then you had the causal process, it gets started and then
it stops. How do you handle this if you have a variable? The variable
may still be here. You can have the variable, the germ in your liver over
the years without any symptom of malaria. You have to have so many
of these germs in your bloodstream before we get fever.
I: Fine. You say in the study of causes-time. Do you think process
analysis is a sufficient approach for the problem or are there other
demands?
AL: There are a lot of things to do. First, you must unmistakably and
clearly identify the phenomenon that you are working on. You can't mix
up phenomena. If you take five different phenomena and propose a
single explanation for five different phenomena without recognizing that
you have different things before you. When I was up at Chicago,
Ogburn was always emphasizing that there are no two things that are
exactly alike. I agree with that. And I fully argue that there are no two
things that are entirely different. When you classify things for the
purpose of scientific analysis, you must classify them properly. If you
classify them one way and nothing works out then you try something
else.
I: What do you mean by this method is deterministic rather than
statistical.
AL: That's a little loose. I don't think I would use that terminology now.
Deterministic in the sense that causal relations if you state it in terms of
process you could say if a then and then only b. If b then and then only
a. Then and then only. It is unique, it guarantees the effect. Say if the
causal process that produces malaria occurs you get malaria. There are
no ifs, and's and but's. But if you stop the process then you don't get
malaria and there are no ifs, and's and but's about that either. You may
get some other disease but you don't get malaria. Isn't that right? But
if you try to say, make such a deterministic statement in terms of a
variable you can never do it. With a disease you can never do it because
you can interrupt the process. But the problem is, you know what the
problem here is - the logical problem is - do you end up defining a
phenomenon in terms of its cause, if so, for example, they do with
malaria now. If you go to the doctor and you think you have malaria
you have been overseas in India or somewhere and they examine your
bloodstream and they don't  find any parasites in your blood and they say
well, you don't have malaria. Are you an exception? How could they
find an exception? Because they define whether you have the disease
or not in terms of that parasite in the bloodstream. There can't be an
exception can there?

I: I have some questions around this kind of reasoning, just in relation
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to Thomas Kuhn, the book you mentioned. The problem is still there I
think that you have an answer for a problem, you can say that this is
perhaps the main reason that you can have this picture of illness but it's
not necessary, or it's always possible that, for instance, ten or twenty
years later, another person is detecting that when you have this kind of
disease that there are different, other conditions involved to have this
kind of disease. So that is not just more true than to say that when you
have this parasite you have this disease. Is that possible?
AL: Would this fit your argument? That the plasmodium is a type of
parasite. There are at least four, current classification, there are four
different varieties of plasmodia that produce malaria in human beings.
There are a great many other varieties of plasmodium that produce
malaria in birds and animals of various kinds, in the animal world but
not in man. Now, this plasmodium multiply so rapidly. There is the
evolutionary process which goes very rapidly. So it's quite conceivable
that there might be some new types of plasmodium which would invade
the human subject and give them a different kind of malaria but when
you consider the extraordinary detail that is known about the life of the
plasmodium, it lives entirely in the bodies of other creatures. First the
mosquito injects it and then in the stomach of the mosquito uh... most of
the forms except the sexual forms are digested and destroyed. The
sexual forms made in the stomach and then move to the outside of the
stomach where they form a cyst which gradually bursts and releases the
young and then they invade the entire body of the mosquito and find
their way to the salivary glands. And then when they get into the human
subject they head for the red blood corpuscles. Now, if they didn't head
for the red blood corpuscles - the white corpuscles would eat them up
and destroy them. And many do get destroyed but they go for the red
corpuscles and they go inside. How do they know enough to do that?
That protects them. Inside of the red corpuscles they multiply until they
spread this red corpuscle and it bursts. And when they come out they
head for a new red corpuscle you see. Now to imagine the evolution of
a type of parasite that would do this involves imagining that would
produce another type of malaria nothing else. It's got to be, there are so
many details involved. Now if it did not invade the red corpuscles but
invaded some other portions of the body then you would have different
symptoms and you wouldn't call it the same disease.
Take another example. Suppose you have a diminution of the red
corpuscles in the bloodstream - aenemia they call it, okay. Now you can
get aenemia by eating a faulty diet. You can get it from malaria. And
you can get aenemia from a disease called leukemia. Do you know what
that is? It's cancer in the bone marrow.
I: Yes. It's cancer, blood cancer they say.
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AL: Now you can say well, here is a disease, aenemia, that is produced
in a number of different ways. What happens if you say, if you look
closely? You see that aenemia is not really a disease, it's a condition.
When it is produced in one process you call it leukemia and the whole
situation is different because you are headed for death. Say within 18
months, 12 months you are dead. If it's malaria this is another condition.
The processes are different. It's a condition as soon as you think in
terms of processes there is no tendency to identify the different forms of
aenemia as one disease. You see? The processes are there. There is
enormous advantage there and I've reached the point that it's not a
rhetorical device or a logical device but it is to be regarded as a fact that
this is the..., where the complexity and indeterminacy of scientific
phenomena come into being. We were always taught say, in Physics,
you have a particle here and a particle in motion toward this, and it hits
this and there is a certain impact, velocity times mass and so on and so
forth. But, this is, this thing is relative to motion and of course it
happens if you hold it like this - this object is moved this way. Both
these objects are rotating with the earth at least a thousand times an hour
aren't they? So what happens is this. One starts to move faster than that
one and all this relative motion that nothing happens instantaneously
except in physics you have gravity. I guess that's an instantaneous
force". (A. Lindesmith)

"I: Do you mean not causal, necessary and sufficient? You have
accidental, necessary and causal. Do you mean with causal necessary
and sufficient?
AL: I don't remember what I had in mind but I think my opinion has
switched I would say accidental and necessary conditions and then I
would say causal processes. I can't make sense out of this unless I say
causal process. This uh... of course the correlation coefficient varies
from plus 1 to minus 1. Oh and then I think this is interesting this
process here or whatever you want to call it. Induction by analogy ,
analytic induction or the experimental method. It might be called
experimental that's because the scientist in the natural sciences don't
usually use the statistical method. They use this experimental. It's a
method of discovering something, of a causal process not usually known.
In the statistical approach you deal only with known variables. So how
the hell are you going to find a new variable? How can you put a new
variable in if you don't know what it is?
I: They know and they don't know. They just try out I think. Isn't it?
AL: Okay. Parasites. Mosquitos. Evansville is flooded with mosquitos.
Everybody gets chewed up by them and now on in the old days in 1815
everybody in that community had the ague, being form of malaria and
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other fevers. See. You can't discover an unknown causal process by
statistical means. You can get clues I'll say that. In the study of the
epidemiology of disease - you know this Legionnaires disease - they did
find clues.
I: When you construct in a certain sense, new variables, new factors, isn't
it?
AL: Then you manipulate the variables and you say there are apparently
two factors that supposed to exist to explain the variations you get. And
we call one of them X and the other one Y. Then you can, you could
in that situation look for something that corresponded to those. But the
discovery of a cause does not involve, the point I made, does not involve
a discovery. That's something you have known about all the time is
what has been secretly been causing the phenomena, that's nonsense.
You have to find something new" (A. Lindesmith).

"I: That's right. But it is difficult for me to understand. Focus on
negative analogy versus positive analogy as requiring explanation but I
thought you were saying a time ago that you accepted...
AL: What?
I: That you accepted falsification? Logical contradiction you said here,
and here you say positive analogy as requiring explanation but I thought
you were saying a time ago that you accepted...

AL: Oh. Let me explain. This is following J. Maynard Keynes attemp-
ted explanation of induction. Of induction by Analogy. He attempted
to explain the way in which inductions of that second type, non-statis-
tical, may be indefinitely extended. He said what you do with a
phenomenon is you start out to find the essential, you look for the
essential similarities...
I: How can you say that something is essential?
AL: And essential differences. This is the negative analogy, this is the
positive. This is the way he explained it. He says, the only reason for
multiplying instances at this stage is to enlarge the negative analogy and
diminish the positive analogy. You want to classify your phenomena in
terms of few defining characteristics as are necessary, and no more.
Parsimonious definition which will distinguish all these phenomena from
all other phenomena. That means that you look for the non-essential
differences. Say, take an example, I'm looking for drug addicts. I want
to find out what a drug addict is. I want to define. Well, I say, sex.



116 Methodological principles

Some drug addicts are male, some are female, some are old and some are
young. Okay, so I say they vary extremely in age, that's a non-essential
difference. Sex. They may be women and they may be men, a non-
essential difference. Then I try to leave in there only those things that
apply to all persons who are drug addicts but to no one else. Negative
analogy - positive analogy. So I reduce this positive analogy to such
characteristics and I enlarge this to include all the non-essential
differences.
I: How can you find this out. How can you know that something is just
for these addicts true and not for nobody else? How can you know that?
AL: Well, one of the things is you multiply the instances. You read the
literature. One of the things you find for example which creates a
problem up here, not much of a problem. You find that below the age
of say 8 years there are no addicts. What do you do with that? You say
usually ten years or above. They obviously use drugs and so on and so
forth. You look in the literature because you are interested in
falsifiability. Where are we most likely to find cases that don't fit my
prejudices coming as I do from Chicago, Illinois. Oh I go to Indiana in
the middle of the 19th century. What they did. They used drugs in a
different way and so on and so forth. I go there and I read the literature
I can find. I go to Germany and France and European countries in the
19th century by reading the medical literature and I find, okay , I find that
schizophrenics don't become drug addicts. Insane people don't. So. I
say sanity is essential. Okay, this is what he said. The statistician tends
to focus on these differences which he calls nonsensical. He takes a
group of people and he takes a control group and he notes that these
people who have committed crime have greater poverty, more broken
homes and so on and so forth than these but they both have. He doesn't
have a negative analogy and a positive analogy. He is interested in the
differences between the two, not the similarities. In this induction
process here he is talking about, the attempt is to explain, the focus is on
the essential similarities. Not the non-essential differences. Isn't that
true?
I: To make these comparisons. You say I use the literature. I agree with
that. But you haven't the possibility to go to all these things. So on a
certain moment you stop and then your induction by analogy stops also.
AL: Well, there are some logical processes involved here. Say you are
studying alcoholism. Well, or drug addiction or whatever it is. Well
you wouldn't expect sex to make any differences. It's not a great
problem. A lot of things are not a great problem. Then I'll tell you what
happens. Ultimately you go down to a certain point and then you say
okay this is the way I'm going to define it for the time being. I can't
find anything more to enlighten me and then you try to process this
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further and then you go further and generalize about the source of the
similarity. In terms of some surface causal process that produces it.
Okay? And then let's suppose that you run into difficulty in finding
such a surface causal process that may be because you made a mistake
it might also be that you have not taken into account some non-essential
differences that you ought to have here or vice-versa.
I: I see.
AL: So the test in all, I would say in all sciences of the validity of a set
of assumptions and procedures is the results you get. It all clears up, if
it becomes magically clear. You say, my God I've got it. I'm going to
get the Nobel Prize. Like Watson and Crick, they knew they were going
to get the Nobel prize if they could get the double helix worked out.
Old, the old vitamin C man Linus Pauling came over and agreed with
them. Yes. But this is, okay, and so, see this is what J. Maynard Keynes
said is the method. This is the part, the similarities between objects on
the basis of which the goodness of the analogy is the thing which enables
us to extend generalizations confined to that object to the rest of the
world. But there aren't any other people who agree with this analysis.
They say that it doesn't explain anything.
I talked to Ogburn, Ogburn said, I believe in variability. Everything
varies from everything else. No two things are alike and so on and so
forth. It's true and as John Dewey says, and I think correctly, that's true
and so is, it's true that everything resembles everything else".
(A. Lindesmith)

The feelings about analytical induction are mixed. Some scholars admire this
technique. F. Davis and G. Stone do. T. Shibutani is not so fond of this approach.
He is afraid that relying on one example might create a lot of problems.

"I: I see. What is your stance in relation to the point of what is used by
Lindesmith, the analytical-inductive thinking? So you can summarize his
ideas in that way that you...
FD: That is very much. Of course, Cressey is his student and they
developed. I liked that very much.
I: So you can use one example and try to explain that or to describe it
as good as it can, as well as you can and - at the end you say that's the
way it's working? And perhaps it's working too in other situations?
FD: Yes, I think that can be very... I think with one example for
whatever reason, here maybe I am a little bit of a positivist, it becomes...
it can be tricky. The exciting thing with sociological research, like when
I was doing the polio research, to hear how parents some, even though
some were rich, some were poor, some were jewish, some were catholic,
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they were explaining much of the experience in much the same terms.
You would hear the same words and so forth. I became very fascinated.
What was the character of the experience ? That they all even though
they were not communicating with each other, were defining it that way.
So uhh... I think I was led naturally to the sort of, you know, analytical
inductive approach.
I: Then perhaps I may interpret this story in that sense that your stance
is that we have to be tolerant. You can take different stances and try to
explain it in different ways but it makes the total reality much more clear
with these different approaches. You can accept that.
FD: I can accept that. (F. Davis)

"GS: Now here's where I go along, you know, with the argument uhh...
I wouldn't go along with the phenomenological argument that if I just
look at myself I see the world, you know. (laughter) Nor would I say
that just one case is enough. But you know thirty cases. If I can do
something with that. You know if these people are saying anything that's
important because I like it. Why then it ought to fit these thirty cases.
Doesn't... You know the guy who is gonna come close to me is
Lindesmith, and he calls it analytic induction (...) I admire him very
much. So with a very small sample of opiate addicts his technique was
to try out alternative hypotheses and that until he reached a point, in his
study of opiate addiction, where hypotheses fit every case, did he come
up with a statement". (G. Stone)

"TS: If Lindesmith were here he would probably agree much more than
he sounds. I would say that if you only look at one case, you're asking
for trouble because you don't really know whether it's anything like the
other ones or not. Then probably he would agree too. I think by one
case he means that if you really are reasonably sure that you have
something that's not exceptionally, biased, that all you have to do is look
at one case to see what happens, to formulate your hypothesis. But I
would feel better, if I had a lot more than one case and certainly for
verification you've got to have a lot. I don't think Lindesmith is
concerned of verification at all... He's got a lot of confidence in his
proposition that consciousness of the connection of withdrawal symptoms
with they who take opium is a necessary condition for addiction. He
seems to feel that's like a law. I'm rather suspicious... I think that's an
idea that ought to be tested. Several people have raised questions to
that." (T. Shibutani)

Meltzer makes a distinction between a process of discovery and a process of
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verification. Discovery has not the function of testing, which is the case in
verification. To discover, Meltzer proposes techniques of observation. It is the
creative moment of Becker and Davis. Meltzer does not explain if he wants to do the
job inductively or deductively.

"BM: Let me say that first of all I make a distinction, I think it's in one
of the writings, I'm not sure where, the distinction between the logic of
verification and the logic of discovery. The logic of discovery which is
more exploratory fits in very well with the use of participant observation,
with case studies. But in so far as we wish to achieve verification, the
testing of propositions, of hypotheses that come out of the participant
observation studies, I think we will in that case have to rely more heavily
on the conventional verification. Both are needed but they serve
different functions in science.
I: When I listen to this stance, then I immediately think about Hempel,
Karl Hempel the logical positivist who is taking partly the same stance.
In what sense do you differ from this logical positivism in your
approach?
BM: For one thing, because I do not insist on the kind of stimulus
response thinking that variable analysis as Blumer calls it which logical
positivists would insist on. I think that there is still a place for
sympathetic introspection, there is still a place for the intuitive verstehen
approach. And I think logical positivists including the Iowa school
would reject the use of concepts, variables and certainly of hypotheses
and propositions which rely upon this verstehen-sympathetic introspection
approach. There might be trouble getting verification given my
insistence that the most important concepts may be ones that we cannot
very clearly operationalize." (B . Meltzer)

Speaking about general patterns of explanation leads us to questions about theories,
laws and hypotheses. Whether a researcher wants to explain deductively or
inductively, in any case he does apply laws, theories or hypotheses. In order to
understand the type of scientific reasoning we have to take a look to the meaning of
these concepts in symbolic interactionism.

2. Theory

The title 'theory' does not cover totally the other concepts I want to discuss in this
paragraph. Indeed in the methodological literature a difference is made between
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hypotheses, laws and theories. Moreover there are a lot of specifications for each of
these concepts (Verhoeven, 1969: 75-86).  In spite of the very extensive
methodological literature, or maybe because of this literature the ideas about laws,
theories and hypotheses are very confusing. This might probably also explain why
there is a difference in the opinion of the interviewees in relation to these three
concepts. It is not our aim here to check if the opinion of the authors does fit with
the methodological ideas of professional methodologists. I intend only to know what
the opinion is of the symbolic interactionists in relation to these concepts and what
function these concepts have to fulfill.

It is not easy to decide with which of the concepts to start. In a research process we
can start with questions or we could also call them hypotheses. But it can also be
defended to start with the study of a theory as the explaining principle of phenomena.
Another possibility is that we begin with the study of laws, because they help to
explain why some phenomena happen as perceived. (The content of the concepts
make it not easy to decide.)

There are not only methodological problems to make a logical construction of the
basic concepts of scientific reasoning. The authors I studied are also very confusing
and often evading the questions. First I have to establish that not all authors
answered the questions clearly. Some have given very vague indicators of what was
asked. This seems to me a confirmation that most of them are not very interested in
methodology, but more in doing research, where principles are applied, but have not
to be defined clearly.

A second remark should be made in relation to the sloppy use of the concepts by the
interviewees. Blumer gives a good example of that when he accepts that it does not
matter for him if somebody is using the term 'hypothesis' or 'theory'. As we will see
later, in his publications he is not so permissive to use these concepts. Because of
all these reasons I'll present the concepts in a logical order. It means that I start with
hypotheses. They are the starting point of all kind of research. Next I'll describe the
opinions about laws. These are propositions used to explain some phenomena.
Third I'll speak about theories. Theories can be seen as explanations of phenomena;
they consist of a combination of some propositions which give an explanation of the
phenomena taking into account the combined propositions.

a. Hypotheses

A simple definition for hypothesis could be that the researcher gives a tentative
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answer on a particular problem. This definition is not accepted by one of the
interviewees. Hypothesis is in their opinion connected with positivistic research.
Only one of the interviewees admits that it is necessary to work with hypotheses.
J. Manis cannot imagine how to do research without hypotheses. This is not the
opinion of the others. They are much more critical in relation to the use of the
hypothesis concept.

"I: By the way, do you know of Berelson and Steiner ? They give a
kind of rules that way.
JM: Yes. But they are sort of, such low level, I guess what some people
would call empirical generalizations. They are very time bounded, very
time bounded. So, I think he is correct. I think the hazard in this and
particularly when Blumer speaks about hypotheses, and the derogatory
way in which he does, I think that's the kind of thing that bothered me
as a student even. That um... if you can't hypothesize why study
anything? How would you, just go in blind each time. We don't of
course. We do have some ideas or we should have some ideas before
we go out, I think " (J. Manis)

"I: And at the end of that process you see hypotheses or "principles".
But do you mean by principle theories or...?
TS: Just hypotheses, generalizations." (T. Shibutani)

T. Shibutani considers his empirical work a journey to construct hypotheses. He
does not reach explanations, but he comes at the end of his research process to
hypotheses, what he also called 'generalizations'. Hypotheses are in a certain way
generalizations. The use of both concepts as synonyms is in my opinion confusing.

Lofland and Davis do not like to use the term  'hypothesis'. For Davis it reminds too
much of the positivist tradition where the procedure of hypothetico-deductive
thinking is established. Lofland makes a connection with a kind of statistical
reasoning. A hypothesis is just the expression of the interconnection between two
or more variables.

"I: Your opinion about hypotheses? The way it's formulated in
positivism or, uhh... what's your opinion? You described to me a
moment ago that when you started a particular work it is in a sphere of
confusion.
FD: Yes.
I: So it's not really an immediately clear hypothesis but a lot of
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hypotheses.
FD: Yes, exactly, that's very very much so. That's why I am uncom-
fortable with the word hypothesis. I think in some ways we should pay
respect to words and I see the word hypothesis as belonging to very
much the positivist tradition. It has a pretty strict meaning. It's usually
associated, I think, with a hypothetical deductive scheme in which you
have inferred a hypothesis from a theoretical scheme and then you state
it and then you look for the indices, the markers, to establish it or not
establish it." (F. Davis)

"I: Another problem for me when I was reading your work is in relation
to theories and hypotheses. I have sometimes the impression that you
suggest in Analysing Social Settings on page 62 that theories and
hypotheses are the same. Something like conjectures but I may not use
that no more because I was looking to that article about the... uhh... the
AA groups. But let's speak about this, theories and hypotheses. Have
these the same meaning? Because I got the impression in Analysing
Social Settings that they are rather similar, these theories and hypotheses.
JL: My understanding of those terms comes out of a fairly straight-
forward kind of statistical training. Umm... a theory strikes me as a...
hypothesis in statistics - hypothesis testing - is simply a statement about
there is and isn't a relationship between two or more variables. Ummm...
a theory I would take to be a complex structure of hypotheses. It's
simply an elaborate hypothesis in some sense. If you put it that way.
Theories are made up of multiple hypotheses.
I: So you relate it immediately to a kind of quantitative work?
JL: Sure." (J. Lofland)

The last one who gave his opinion on hypothesis is N. Denzin. Since he does not
see the task of sociology to give explanations, he doesn't like to use the concept.
Instead of hypothesis he proposes to use the concept 'assumptions'.

"I: Is there a place for hypothesis? Do you use hypothesis?
ND: I prefer assumption to hypothesis. Hypothesis assumes a cause and
effect way of thinking and I don't like to think that way.
I: It depends. According to my thinking when you go to...
ND: It's a tainted word." (N. Denzin)

b. Laws
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Above I mentioned the extensive literature in relation to laws. For symbolic
interactionists the concept of 'law' is very easily associated with positivist research.
Consequently, a lot of the interviewees do not believe in the possibility to attain laws
in sociology. This is the case for F. Davis, T. Shibutani, G. Stone en A. Strauss.
Nevertheless, Shibutani and Stone speak resp. about generalizations and regularities.
But none of them believe it is possible to attain social laws.

"I: Now in relation to theory we speak also about laws in science. Do
you see the possibility of laws in sociology?
FD: No. No. I don't. That's why I think again, in the strict sociological
sense, very very anti-positivist à la Kant or Durkheim. Or even people,
later ones, like our American versions of them - Lundberg, Dodd, and so
forth who were also in that tradition and tried to combine with the
Vienna school of, you know, ...Mach, Carnap" (F. Davis)

"I: You're not going up into the level of theories, laws,...?
TS: I never thought that far. I admit a distinction in my work between
descriptive generalizations and explanatory generalizations. This is
straight from Dewey's logic (...). When you have a whole series of
descriptive generalizations you can't help raising the question: how do
these things fit together? And so you bring in more abstract, explanatory
generalizations to make sense out of them. Presumably you can attempt
to develop higher level explanatory generalizations and go on to form
some kind of a theory and put them all together. I never learned enough
about any subject to go that far. In "Social Processes" probably I will
come closer to that... but they're really sloppy explanatory principles. I
don't even worry about scientific laws (...) I feel that if we can develop
generalizations which will hold in a large number of known cases,
somebody will find something wrong with it... I guess in this respect I
feel like Dewey. Dewey never talks about truth, he never advocates to
it (...) Especially in sociology, I think that's about as close as we can
get." (T. Shibutani)

"I: So you collected the different standpoints...
AS: I did not state in that article I was trying to generalize, or anything
like that.
I: That's right.
GS: I was just saying, you know, here is a sample. I'm like Darwin. I'm
going around and I'm picking up. Here is a bunch of flowers, you
know?
I: Do you come, working that way, to what traditionally is called in
science a theory? or laws? Do you come to that point? Do you say
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that science is not coming to that place?
GS: I would say, what these laws are, are romantic corruptions of Greek
thought. (laughter).
I: That's marvellous.
GS: It's even worse than logic (laughter). No. We look at regularities
of course.
I: Regularities? But not laws.
GS: But because we see that there are regularities, it doesn't mean there
are laws in any sense. People talking about laws obviously don't know
their language. I'm talking about philosophers of course." (G. Stone)

"AS: Do I use the word law? No.
I: That's not in your ideas? There is no place in your system of
grounded theory as far as I can see.
AS: I've never thought about it. It's just that when I was younger there
were people who talked about social laws but I've never seen any." (A.
Strauss)

Actually, the others who express an opinion about laws do not accept laws either.
They rather speak about generalizations and this on different grounds. Meltzer
believes that he can attain tentative and probabilistic generalizations using life
histories. Denzin gives examples of generalizations, but does not explain why these
are considered to be generalizations. Lofland admits the construction of
generalizations but is not very much interested in the construction of these. His
interest is to question social reality, more in relation to the pattern of behaviour than
to the causes of behaviour.

"I: So we can continue after a while with the methods. I want now to
go back to some of these things. The words you have used earlier and
I have put here some questions on my paper but I don't know if they are
relevant on this moment but we can see. Now looking for evidence is
not important no more? Causal explanation is not your standpoint but
on a certain moment you said, I am trying to come to generalizations.
What is the meaning of generalization. I am immediately thinking
because of my interest in the philosophy of science in terms of theories
and laws and this kind of things. Now, perhaps I am wrong, what do
you mean bij generalizations?
ND: James offers one in his chapter in... you find one of the principles.
He argues that there are seven ways in which we can organize our
perception of reality, myth, dreams, science, religion, idiosyncratically,
and sanely. That's a generalization. Another point he says, an emotion
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that's disembodied is an empty emotion, that's a generalization. Then he
proceeds to give you a variety of cases of persons experiencing an
emotional experience and he has them described for you the way in
which they felt it as they were experiencing it. I use James as an
illustration, as an answer to your question." (N.Denzin)

"I: But your formulation of science is that way: "It's an articulated
abstraction and generalization, explicit and articulate abstraction and
generalization." So you mean that science has to go until the abstraction
and generalization of what's going on in society. Science in relation to
sociology of course, or sociological science.
JL: Well let's put it another way. Let's say that in the beginning is the
question. And there are many kinds of questions. What kind of
questions. We have a whole list of questions. What is it? What kinds
of it are there? What are the causes of it? What are the consequences
of it? How frequent is it? What are its frequencies over time? How do
people strategize? There are at least seven basic questions you can ask
about any kind of social unit, any kind of social item that you have
identified. There are a whole series of items on that page, there are
many other kinds of items that can be found. So look all of those are
legitimate questions. I happen to be because of temperament of
whatever, preference, more interested in some of these questions than I
am in others. I'm not very interested in causal questions very much. I'm
interested in what kind of questions it is, very much." (J. Lofland)

"I: Now, seeing that you use other methods. For instance you think
about life history, participant-observation. This is giving a more realistic
picture of human conduct, you say on page 96. Now, life history is just
the history of one person. In what sense can you now go to a kind of
generalization, or general approach. Do you see that as one of the
demands of science?
BM: In the same way that Simmel in his formal sociology felt that one
could abstract out generic processes, generic elements, I think that
comparing a number of case histories one may be able to pull out
components which can be classed together. But always I would see
those as tentative and probabilistic . Perhaps I am repeating myself but
I do not look for, as Simmel did, I do not look for universal
generalisations. I don't think they are possible." (B. Meltzer)

c. Theory

If in general the ideal of a scientist is to develop a theory, than it has to be admitted
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that some symbolic interactionist doubt a lot. They are very suspicious about the
possibility  for sociology to build theories. Some of them believe that it is possible
to come to theories, but not of the same nature as in physical science. They rather
speak about generalizations. Doing this brings them close to the law concept, one
of the interviewees has a special conception about theory and this should be stressed.
Blumer although very critical about a positivist approach of social life, is not
reluctant to go and look for theory. He argues that a tentative theory is possible.

"HB: I make this kind of remarks to the question that you are bringing
up here. Because I think when one is dealing with human beings,
whether individually or collectively, just to the extent to which you are
dealing with their conduct which is, so to speak, being formed by them
through a process of indications which they are making to themselves
with regard to what is going on. Consequently interpreting it,
reinterpreting it, and so forth. The extent to which you see a process like
that in play should make one very, very cautious, exceedingly cautious,
about trying to wrap up what takes place by bringing it inside a causal
sequence model.
I: May I conclude... listening to this kind of reasoning that, at the end,
as a sociologist, we just can reach a kind of tentative theory? May I use
the word theory?
HB: Yes." (H. Blumer)

But he cannot accept that theories are constructed according to the same principles
as in positivist sociology (Verhoeven, 1985: 93).

"Symbolic interactionism is as outspoken as phenomenological sociology.
Blumer (1969a: 140) sees the purpose of theory as the development of
analytical schemes of the empirical world. But theory has too long been
considered to be a result of empirical research with no notice being given
to the way empirical facts are approached in enquiry. It must be seen as
a result of a dialectical process: 'Theory, inquiry and empirical fact are
interwoven in a texture of operations with theory guiding inquiry, inquiry
seeking and isolating facts, and facts affecting theory' (Blumer,
1969a:141).
For this reason the empirical reality must be stressed and concepts must
be reconsidered in close relation with reality: 'sensitizing' concepts have
to be used."
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Most of the interviewees accept the principle of constructing a theory. They have
very different opinions about the characteristics of a theory. H.S. Becker is very
sloppy in his definition. Anything can be a theory, which is the same as nothing.
At the end he comes to a general statement about the way things are ordered.
Denzin confines himself to an example, and admits that a generalization is not a
combination of propositions to explain something. Freidson contends that we should
build theories, but immediately adds that he has no philosophy of science. He only
works according to what he thinks to be right. Lofland considers theories to be a
kind of combination of generalizing propositions.

"I: In relation to theory. Do you come or do you see in sociology -
theory as a possibility? Can we reach theories?
HB: We have lots of them already. It's not a possibility it's a fact.
I: Yes - what do you consider to be a theory?
HB: Oh almost anything.
I: Almost anything. Do you mean that from the moment that you have
a relation between a few variables that you have a theory?
HB: I think of a theory as a kind of generalized statement of how you
think things are arranged and ordered. So anything from let's say
Parsons' theories or Merton's theory of anomie or Lindesmith's theory of
opiate addiction, these are all theories of different kinds.
I: Is it enough to say how they are arranged or must I say also why they
are arranged that way.
HB: Well, that's... you are going to ask about that aren't you? About the
explanation because I can't. I can't distinguish those two very easily.
You know, description and explanation. It seems that every description
is an explanation almost... I have a lot of trouble with that distinction."
(H.S. Becker)

"ND: James offers one in his chapter in... you find one of the principles.
He argues that there are seven ways in which we can organize our
perception of reality, myth, dreams, science, religion, idiosyncratically
and sanely. That's a generalization. Another point he says, an emotion
that's disembodied is an empty emotion, that's a generalization. Then he
proceeds to give you a variety of cases of persons experiencing an
emotional experience and he has them described for you the way in
which they felt it as they were experiencing it. I use James as an
illustration, as an answer to your question.
I: So a generalization is not a combination of propositions to give an
explanation of the social reality you are studying? It's not a combination
of propositions explaining things?
ND: No." (N. Denzin)
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"I: Do you mean that the end of science is to build a kind of theory in
that sense that you bring a certain ...?
EF: I don't have any philosophy of science. In that formal sense. No,
this is just my personal, intellectual career, it's not that I see myself as
being more scientific or whatever. For myself, personally, I sort of
gotten preoccupied with making sense in a broader way with more
things. That's all. I have no more presumptions  conceptions of what it
is. Whether that's science or not, I don't know and frankly, I don't care."
(E. Freidson)

"I: But your formulation of science is: "it's an articulated abstraction and 
generalization", "explicit and articulate abstraction and generalization."
So you mean that science has to go until the abstraction and
generalization of what's going on in society. Science in relation to
sociology of course, or sociological science.
JL: Well let's put it another way. Let's say that in the beginning is the
question. And there are many kinds of questions. What kind of
questions. We have a whole list of questions. What is it? What kinds
of it are there? What are the causes of it? What are the consequences of
it? How frequent is it? What are its frequencies over time? How do
people strategize? There are at least seven basic questions you can ask
about any kind of social unit, any kind of social item that you have
identified. There are a whole series of items on that page, there are
many other kinds of items that can be found. So look all of those are
legitimate questions. I happen to be because of temperament or
whatever, preference, more interested in some of these questions than I
am in others. I'm not very interested in causal questions very much. I'm
interested in what kind of questions it is, very much.
I: Another problem for me when I was reading your work is in relation
to theories and hypotheses. I have sometimes the impression that you
suggest in Analysing Social Settings on page 62 that theories and
hypotheses are the same. Something like conjectures but I may not use
that no more because I was looking to that article about the AA groups.
But let's speak about this, theories and hypotheses. Have these the same
meaning? Because I got the impression in Analysing Social Settings  that
it's rather similar. These theories and hypotheses.
JL: My understanding of those terms comes out of a fairly straight-
forward kind of statistical training. Umm... a theory strikes me as a...
hypothesis in statistics -hypothesis testing - is simply a statement about
there is and isn't a relationship between two or more variables. Ummm...
a theory I would take to be a complex structure of hypotheses. it's
simply an elaborate hypotheses in some sense. If you put it that way.
Theories are made up of multiple hypotheses.



Methodological principles 129

I: So you relate it immediately to a kind of quantitative work?
JL: Sure.
I: There is no other possibility too?
JL: Well there, you know, there is a classic business - there are
perspectives. Interactionism is a perspective, it's not a theory. Theories
can be tested. Look what we are doing here is replaying what do you
mean by these words? And obviously people mean different things by
these words and they elaborate discussions in the literature. I think
Merton has one classic list of all the different things meant by the word
theory. Uh... and all I'm doing is explaining to you my working use of
these terms. Hypotheses being causal - associational. Correlation of
association anyway. Theory being a complex combination then a
perspective. All these, both of these can be tested." (J. Lofland)

Lindesmith makes the connection with analytical induction. Theories in his opinion
become facts. Theories not only explain facts, but they indicate the facts which
cause a certain phenomenon.

"AL: These are facts. Don't theories become facts?
I: What do you say?
AL: Theories become facts. If I say what is as a fact, what is the cause
of Anthrax, well, they'll say the anthrax bacillus. Now, but it's a process
triggered by that bacillus. Or the cause of malaria, you know, the
plasmodium, the parasite, the process. That is now regarded and
accepted as a fact of life. Now you tend to be attached to the idea that
we ought to call it a hypothetical theory that may be changed." (A.
Lindesmith)

Theories are instruments to explain reality. The problem is to choose the proper
theory to explain phenomena. F. Davis is not sure if he selects always the right
theory. T. Shibutani accepts theories as instruments to explain reality, but he doubts
if he ever reached that level of analysis. G. Stone is convinced about the tentative
structure of theories. He also stresses the necessity to check empirically if theories
really speak about reality.

"I: Yes. Now the function of theory in your approach. How do you see
theory in science? A moment ago you said "I don't believe in the fact
that we will construct a lasting theory forever in sociology. That's not
possible. But how do you see the function of theory. I have here, just
an example of your article Stories and Sociology. In that paper I got the
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impression that your stance is that it's hard to forecast what kind of
theory we must use for the explanation of social facts. You mention
Hughes, Malinowski, Wirth and Goffman. Now these are rather different
people I think. You can see Wirth and Hughes but Malinowski is a
special man, on the list.
FD: Sure." (F. Davis)

"I: You're not going up into the level of theories, laws, ...?
TS: I never thought that far. I admit a distinction in my work between
descriptive generalizations and explanatory generalizations. This is
straight from Dewey's logic (...). When you have a whole series of
descriptive generalizations you can't  help raising the question: how do
these things fit together? And so you bring in more abstract, explanatory
generalizations to make sense out of them. Presumably you can attempt
to develop higher level explanatory generalization and go on to form
some kind of a theory and put them all together. I never learned enough
about any subject to go that far. In "Social Processes" probably I will
come closer to that... but they're really sloppy explanatory principles. I
don't even worry about scientific laws (...) I feel that if we can develop
generalizations which will hold in a large number of known cases,
somebody will find something wrong with it... I guess in this respect I
feel like Dewey; Dewey never talks about truth, he never advocates to
it (...) Especially in sociology, I think that's about as close as we can
get." (T. Shibutani)

The last remark which can be made in relation to theory on the basis of my
interviews is about the opinion of A. Strauss on 'applied social theory'. Applied
social theory is about a principle in social life, detected by doing research and which
might help to solve very concrete problems. This kind of problem solving cannot
be done by using very general theories as those of T. Parsons. Theories should be
tested very carefully and not rely on untestable propositions. At the end we can
come to theories of a different level of acceptance. Some have a meaning for a very
long time. Others are clearly made to explain very temporarily.

"I: Can you explain that more clearly? As far as I have noticed here it
means showing how a theory is used in a particular case. So do you
mean with applied social theory that just an indication, or I should say,
an example of how a theory is used in a particular case. Because when
I was thinking about applied social theory it was something like, you
know, like applied sciences, the engineer who uses mathematics, you
know...
AS: Okay, what we had in mind was that, we don't have that kind of
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exact, particular science but let's take an example. If you look at a theory
that's in Time for Dying, which is reflected in Anguish trajectory and
somebody wanted counsel about what to do with a patient or what to do
with the hospital because they had a spouse who was sick, or they
wanted to set up a ward to handle these kind of trajectories. What would
be the most effective way to do this given these goals and so on. That
theory though somewhat loose and primitive, is still a very good theory.
We would be able to say well, what do you want to satisfy. What of
conditions and what of resources do you have. We could manage to
give very good counselling and good advice on that theory - the word is
context which would cover any of area which involves information
control secret and so on.
AS: So if you say... what would you advise for the adoption of children.
What would you advise about epileptics or whatever. If you invite me
to give some sense of what your goals are and all the rest then using that
theory I would say we can't do it. Or we don't have the resources to do
this and you're asking the wrong questions. Again not as precise as 
engineering because we don't have those kinds of theorie. You can't do that
with these larger macro theories. The speculative theories you can't do
it with at all. You can't do that with Parsons.
I: That's one of the points. I believe it was this book, yes. That's in
relation, of course, with your theory of dying and...
AS: My experience has been that you write theory and the lay public
never knows it. They think it's descriptive. They can get a great deal
out of what you write but even if you tell them it's theory they wouldn't
understand it, that they are reading theory. If you write theory as
propositions or if you write in a special jargon, obviously, they wouldn't
understand anything. So it follows from the business of addressing
reform elites or trying to raise the public consciousness that you use your
theoretical summation, in the writing, depending on your audience you
use different levels of language and sophistication. But you don't stress
the theory as such for loss of those audiences.
I: Uh mm, Uhm. (pause)
AS: The professionals who read the books on dying and pain never
recognized that as theory. They just said, oh that's right... but it's taken
as factual.
I: Yes, that's right...
AS: And yet we always say, you know, this is a theory of, but that's not
what is important.
I: Is a theory always tentative? Or can you say that is a theory?
According to you, let's say, you... Is this a theory? Or a tentative
theory? What's your standpoint about that?
AS: It's a matter of degrees. Some theories are well, let's verify it let's
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check it out. Others are much more provisional. They are at the stage
where one person does it and there are still a great many verificatory
actions that have to be taken, there are many different kinds of situations. So
clearly there are degrees of that. But I'll tell you something about
biology. Some theories are still very tentative while others are quite
well-grounded but they will not remain the same for ever. There will be
all kinds of changes, they will be absorbed into other kinds of
interpretations.
I: Uh uhm mm. Yes.
AS: I think that's my general position on that. (pause) See you find in
this book, not much discussion and inspiration for those of issues
because those things we take for granted. What we are fighting is
theories that are untestable. They are wrong on the one hand... and...
implict kinds of scattered notions and hypthesis that are so implicit or so
scattered that the fact is, there is no effort at really checking them. We
are steering a middle position, or put in other ways, we are fighting
people like Parsons and Merton and people like that, on the one hand,
and Ethnography on the other. So this of details are not discussed at
all, in any detail.
I: Now just to make it totally clear I want to ask you in relation to this
again you use generation of theory and verification of theory. Is this
used in a different way? I concluded reading the book, that you reject
inductive reasoning but on another moment it's very clear that you say,
we are thinking in an inductive way. On different places - page 226 and
239 there.
AS: We have usually... that's an interesting misreading. We have usually
been accused of emphasizing inductive reasoning and ignoring deductive.
The book lends itself to that interpretation rather easily because we are
attacking the speculative, deductive of thing. But in fact if you read it
closely it's clear that we are saying both things go on. That is, you get
your ideas not only something in your head and it's clear you get it from
looking at the world out there. Then you begin to hypothesize, get
categories and so on and settle that. Then we can begin to talk about
theoretical samples or major comparative analyses. But that's not
inductive. You know...
I: Yes. That's true. Are you in that sense influenced by the thinking
(because that's a central idea of Popper). Popper is speaking about...
AS: In my life, in my life, that goes back to Dewey. In Barney Glazer's
it goes back to Lazarsfeld.
I: Yes. Yes, that's important to know, you know, I try to find out where
the links are...
AS: Yes. I understand. I would link it to Popper but Popper came two
decades after I was raised on Dewey. I have, I have, if you are
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interested, I have not at all been influenced by the philosophy of science.
I'm much more influenced by reading some of the things scientists have
written about Dewey. But originally coming out of Dewey's logic was
important in my college and graduate days." (A. Strauss)

To finish this methodological chapter, there are still two problems to discuss. The
first problem is about the way symbolic interactionists look for evidence. The
second problem is related to the way they use concepts.

d Evidence

It is clear that a discussion about scientific reasoning does not automatically exclude
the presentation of evidence to support that reasoning. For that reason some ideas
which were presented before will be repeated here. But it is not just repetition. New
accents will be stressed and some new material will be presented. Moreover, these
ideas should be expanded to what I will discuss in relation to the research methods
in one of the following chapters.

Again I have to admit that it was not possible to bring all interviewees to an answer
in relation to this problem. For those authors who did not answer the relevant
questions I have to rely on the sources.

Earlier it has been made clear that Blumer does not agree on the positivist model.
Here, again, I have to stress his very critical standpoint toward the positivist
approach. Blumer speaks about negative instances, and about causes and conditions.
But immediately he warns for a too simplistic positivist approach.
Factors have no meaning as such. They only get their meaning out of a process of
indication by a meaningful actor. This gives a totally different sense to factors,
which cannot be used as material objects without a social context. That makes it
consequently so difficult to decide that a particular generalization has an  eternal
value. The meaning of all sociological theory cannot be others than temporary.

I: When you are doing this kind of research, you are looking for conditions.
You are looking for causes. Is that a way I may put it? When I was
reading your work about collective behavior on a certain moment, you
say in the beginning. What are the conditions now of collective
behavior? When you are asking for these conditions, are you then asking
for conditions in that sense, like in the traditional logical positivistic
thinking? We need to have the necessary and the sufficient conditions
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to say at a certain moment that these of behavior is going on? Are you
looking for this kind of conditions or is your stance in relation to
conditions different?
HB: Well I think if I understand your question here, that you are raising,
of course, or opening up the whole issue of what the nature of causes is,
so to speak. So let me make some very simple remarks here, all too
simple I am afraid. But, I think at least they will be helpful  in trying
to understand my position. I think that the ordinary simple scheme of
cause and effect, which might also be spoken of as antecedent factor and
product, so to speak. That, that scheme I would say, yes, of course you
use that. Again, I speak now pragmatically. You use it to the extent to
which you find that it stands up. When you apply it to whatever you
may happen to be examining out there in the empirical world.
Accordingly it seems to me that - to get into the physical realm, for
example, the realm of the physicist - that one can declare, let us say, a
particle of matter does respond whatever its response may be to the play
upon it of other particles of matter. It responds to the play of these other
particles of matter upon the basis of its own composition. The particle
of matter, in other words, being approached, let us say, by another
particle of matter which is going to collide with it, doesn't engage in
what the human being would do, namely, observe this particle of matter
coming towards it and try to take some precautions to avoid being hit!
It doesn't do that. The human being can converse with himself and say,
here this is coming, let's see if I can't get out of the way, or something
of that sort. So. The point that I'm trying to bring out by this very
casual reference is this, that when one deals with human beings and
human behavior - recognizing and premising, if you please, that the
human being has, as we were saying earlier, a self with which he can
interact - he can make indications to himself and so forth. Given an
organism of that sort. One has to be exceedingly careful about the
application of this causal model. You have to be very careful in this
sense, that the human beings may make indications to themselves about
these so-called antecedent factors or causes, and based upon the way in
which they interpret and define these antecedent agents, so-called causes.
They are put in a position of reacting differentially. And this comes in
consequently, to challenge, certainly logically, the whole basis of your
causal sequence. Because a causal sequence, as suggested by these few
remarks about what happens in the case of particles of matter, these 
causal consequences presume that you have there a kind of essentially fixed
relationship between what impinges upon the particle of matter and the
response of the particle of matter is fixed.
Using your term conditions, you always have these same conditions you
are going to have the same response. But in the case of the human
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beings as I wish to point out, the picture is different. To the extent to
which they can make an identification of these so-called antecedent
factors or causes that are playing upon them. Which just by virtue of
being indicated, become objects, which allow them to work out as human
beings, their behavior with regard to those objects, instead of just
responding in this fixed way. If you recognize that difference, and I do,
I think it's basic. You have to realize then, that you... the logical founda-
tion of your causal sequence, so to speak, becomes under question and
challenge. Now I'm forced to make these of remarks. I don't know
whether you see them as relevant or not?
I: They are relevant.
HB: I make these of remarks to the question that you are bringing up
here. Because I think when one is dealing with human beings, whether
individually or collectively, just to the extent to which you are dealing
with their conduct which is, so to speak, being formed by them through
a process of indications which they are making to themselves with regard
to what is going on. Consequently interpreting it, reinterpreting it, and
so forth. The extent to which you see a process like that in play should
make one very, very cautious, exceedingly cautious, about trying to wrap
up what takes places by bringing it inside a causal sequence model.
I: May I conclude... listening to this of reasoning that, at the end, as a
sociologist, we just can reach a kind of tentative theory? may I use the word  
theory?
 HB: Yes." (H. Blumer)

H.S. Becker is eager to look for evidence which is credible for the others. He does
not elaborate this idea in the interview. In order to understand this message we have
to relate this with his opinion on the political position of the informants of a
research. Evidence can be delivered by negative instances as well as by positive
support. And he does not deny the importance of mathematical models, although he
himself never applies them. A last interesting idea in this respect is his conviction
that the most interesting material to give evidence to some thesis is to found in
material which is gathered "in the most unthinking fashion."

"I: That's one of the things you are very strongly attached to. That's one
of the things you are very involved in that idea of credibility in a
different...
HB: Yes. I think it's a more useful  way of talking about it than truth
because I think of what I just said before, in your last question. What
we are engaged in is persuading other people that we have found out
something that they can believe, that they can depend on. Something
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credible. So that's why... credibility, believability. I got this idea by the
way from a book by a mathematician, George Polya. He wrote a book
called Mathematics and plausible reasoning. It's an excellent book. He
adopts this view of, you know, he says, look, people speak about
compelling, rigorous proof. That's only in mathematics and it's only in
mathematics because there is no reference to reality.
I: Yes, he is right.
HB: In the empirical sciences there is never compelling proof there is
only plausible proof. Then he follows that seriously and says what are
the different degrees of plausibility and he gives a whole analysis which
is really wonderful. He says, you know, suppose you do an experiment,
and your conclusion, your hypothesis is confirmed but it's an hypothesis
that also could come from three other theories. Well he says it makes
your theory a little more credible but not very much. Whereas if it was
an hypothesis that contradicted several theories it would make your
theory a lot more credible. This is interesting because it's quite a
different view let's say, than Robert Merton, who in one of his early
articles makes a distinction between, you know, compelling proof and
proof which is merely plausible and he says merely plausible is no good.
So it's really quite contrary to Merton. Yes I'm very interested in a
general way. You see, that's what this business is about reality and truth
that knowledge is, is all about. Now I interrupted you.
I: Yes, from another stance I see that you accept negative cases.
HB: Well not only that, for instance, I'm very fond of a certain way of
reasoning actually. This paper on history, culture and subjective
experience, you know, this paper on drugs, this is really quite a
deductive exercise. Because what I do is start out from a few
characteristics of drugs and drug use and derive - I even make
predictions! There is a wonderful prediction in this article that I am very
proud of. Because I predict as LSD use increased, the amount of
pathological reactions associated with bad trips would decrease. That's
very contradictory... you know... it's not a common sense thing to expect.
It was based on the - deduced from the probability as use increased a
culture would arise, the culture would contain ideas that would normalize
the experience and therefore the experiences would be less frightening
and there would be fewer psychotic episodes.
So in other words I like to start out with certain, a few ideas, then work
down from them. There is a paper of Hughes that's a model of that for
me. It's got a long title. It starts off "Queries concerning Industry and
Society". Do you know this paper. It's quite a marvellous paper and it's
about ethnic contact in the course of industrialization. He says very
simply. He starts out with a very simple proposition. He says when you
industrialize an area it requires more people to be there than used to be
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there when it was agricultural. They have to come from somewhere else.
If they come from somewhere else they will be of a different culture.
Perhaps only a minor difference but quite often a major difference. They
come from the South of Germany to the North of Germany, come from
the South of the United States to the North of the United States, come
from Japan to the United States, whatever. So that industrialization
always involves the mixing of cultures. Now what follows from that?
Then he gives you a whole string of consequences and as a result there
is never such a thing as industrialization without racial mixing. So that
style of thinking is very congenial to me, so in a sense I like the idea of
deduction. I'm also very fond, by the way, of mathematical models. I
don't do it myself but I like that style of reasoning." (H.S. Becker)

"I: It's page 36. Evidence gathered in the most unthinking fashion... So
haphazard, by accident?
HB: Wait a minute. The best evidence may be that gathered in the most
unthinking fashion. Because there might be less bias produced by the
wish to substantiate or repudiate a particular idea.
I: The accent is on may be?
HB: Yes. It could be.
I: It could be.
HB: That the more you plan it the more danger there is of finding what
you set out to find. And the less you plan it the more likely you will
find something which is actually something that could be used to
disprove some favorite idea you have." (H.S. Becker)

Looking for evidence of theories brings J. Lofland to a very interesting remark in
relation to the S.I. approach. Because S.I. is a perspective and not a theory, S.I.
cannot be tested on its validity. In my opinion it can't be denied that even when this
standpoint is not to be tested, it makes sense to question what S.I. can give us more
than other perspectives do.

"JL: Well there, you know, there is a classic business - there are
perspectives. Interactionism is a perspective, it's not a theory. Theories
can be tested. Look what we are doing here is replaying what do you
mean by these words? And obviously people mean different things by
these words and they elaborate discussions in the literature. I think
Merton has one classic list of all the different things meant by the word
theory. Uh... and all I'm doing is explaining to you my working use of
these terms. Hypotheses being causal - associational. Correlation or
association anyway. Theory being a complex combination, then a
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perspective. All these, both of these can be tested. In the sense that you
relate a set of variables to something and the data that comes back are
consistent with the variables or they are not. I guess the classic illus-
tration would be Travis Hirsh's theories of delinquency, where he tests
three or four theories of delinquency. One of cultural compliance theory,
social bond theory, anomie theory, and he makes certain assertions about
how the data ought to fall to be consistent with these theories. And then
he has some data and having made the assertions about how the data
ought to fall he sees which one fits better. I have no quarrel with that
of endeavour. It's just that I don't do that - that's all.
Now a perspective is more encompassing and embracing and can't  be
tested directly. At least it's not worth testing directly like interactionism.
The self develops in interaction. People make indications to themselves.
Well you can test that but it's too obvious to test and there are a whole
series of those that make up interactionism that provide an informing
perspective out of which you may develop theories but you don't directly
test that sort of business.
So we'll take a function of societies - they can be viewed or not be
viewed as a system, or a Marxist perspective of society ought to be
viewed most importantly as a set of social classes that are in some sort
of struggle. You can't test that. You either believe it, if you want to
look at it that way, or you don't. There are certain more specialized sort
of subsets that will, you can derive from these perspectives. Take taking
the role of the other in interactionism. There is a line of empirical work
there. You know, interactionists would be sensitive to what we can take
as the obvious fact but nonetheless, its important , that people develop
their action on the basis of imagining the responses of others. And of
trying to put themselves in the place of others. Now there is a little line
of empirical work on the degree to which people are capable of doing
that. One of the defects in that is some people can't take the role of
others and so they have developed, you know, .. and some of that
of material. Well that's a little theory within the perspective of interac-
tionism, right? That's all I mean by that. There is nothing arcane about
that - that's fairly stated usage, those distinctions." (J. Lofland)

J. Manis puts himself on a very pragmatical position. He doesn't accept that a
researcher should stop to look for evidence because it is very difficult to find
evidence for a thesis. We always have to try to find some evidence.

"JM: Well I believe that there are some things that we may never be able
to prove. I think that may be possible, but I think we ought to operate
on the assumption that we ought to try to find evidence. That maybe a
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sort of existentialist notion, that is, even when we don't see the evidence
forthcoming. Even if we don't have the techniques for acquiring the
evidence, I think we ought to be constantly seeking the evidence. Again,
I would say that applies, that has to be in according with whatever, if a
person is strongly theoretical, I would say a Parsons, why not? I think
somebody ought to try to find evidence for it. I think Parsons has done
some, in a very minimal way, but... I don't think every single person has
to follow the same route. But in the end, the test of theories has to be
in data. In evidence. So. I think we should constantly try to test
theories against reality. That is, therefore, I assume that there is a
reality. This is again, I differ from what I call solipsistic, radical,
symbolic interactionists, who say no, it's all a matter of personal inter-
pretation and judgement. That to me is unscientific and I think
valueless." (J. Manis)

G. Stone and A. Strauss find evidence on the basis of observation. Even when
observation is coming from more observers, or is located in history, there is always
a possibility to use this material as evidence in a reliable way. The researcher should
take care of it.

"I: So "illustrations" is according to your opinion, enough to decide that
on a certain moment there is a universe of appearances... Would you
call that theory?
GS: Well I'd rather call this an observation . And I find that if I look at
purported theories like Cooley, and I look at what he is saying as
observations, rather than some of grandiose scheme, or something like
that. The scheme falls apart. He is a poor theorist but his observations
are fantastic. And Mead is a great theorist, his observations are terrible.
(laughter) So I see this dialectic going on. You know. One of course
is always related to the other." (G. Stone)

"I: Yes when you are interviewing another person and you ask this
person to tell about things that happened, let's say, five years ago or
something like that. And you use these things to build up grounded
theory, so my problem is in relation to reliability. Do you think that it's
not against the rules?
AS: I don't think we are naive enough to believe that. Again I don't
know the passage. But... it's like the problem that historians have. You
always have the problem of credibility and evidence. (pause)
I: (Pause) We have spoken about your views on these things of the past.
Now one of the problems I have, and perhaps you too, I don't know, is
that, you can have two analysts, or perhaps three or four, looking at the



1 40 Methodological principles

same object, same subject. They don't have the same results. Now it
doesn't bother you?...
AS: Does it bother you when three biologists look at the same object and
come out with different statements about what it is they are looking at?
I: Different result. The analysis could be totally different, I think.
AS: The use of "saturation" really has to do with... The question that
people always ask is when do I stop? Now, if you have a very
organized science with lots of people working essentially on the same
problem, you don't have that issue. They are doing it one experiment at
a time, maybe somewhere else. I think you don't have that question
raised. The sociologist is always asking that question because he has
these data and he doesn't know when it's finished.
You know. They tend to work alone or in small teams. So that concept
is addressed to that of condition. Rhetorically, it's also addressed
against the of research which has one or two ideas and then it stops, it
doesn't follow through. We are saying you must follow through but also
you can't do it all by yourself, it's never finished. But if you feel that,
if you feel you have a fair amount of density, and you feel like your data
are now constantly saying the same things to you." (A. Strauss)

Lindesmith's opinion has been presented very extensively before. I do not intend to
repeat this. I just want to stress a few conditions as seen by Lindesmith to give
evidence for some thesis. First a researcher should pay attention to consensual
validation. That means that observation of different researchers should be exchanged.
This cannot be done the proper way if they do not construct accepted classifications.
These classifications are indeed the basis for collecting data to support or to refuse
a hypothesis.

"AL: Well, I would say that realistic in the sense that the generalizations
and the constructs that I use must constantly be checked by, what is
called sometimes, consensual validation. That is you must be able to
communicate with other people and get agreement on observations. Just
as is done in all the fields of natural science. If somebody sees a
phenomenon and no one else can see it, it remains in doubt whether you
are dealing with reality. I come back on that to the point I made before
which is namely that the exceptional instance is the growing point of
science. If you have discovered, defined or isolated a unit, phenomenon
of some, a generic type (this is a word that John Dewey used by the
way) and isolated it, then you may be able to generalize about it. Well,
there are two things about generalizations.  One is isolating and
classifying the things that you might be able to generalize about. By
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misclassifying phenomena you may destroy the possibility of
generalization.
As for example in the old days before the bacteriological revolution in
the 19th century if you classified diseases , let's say fever as a disease
you could never conceivably generalize about fevers except to say that
it involves a higher temperature than a normal body temperature because
fever is associated with so many diseases. It's a poor classification.
Now, Dewey uses for generic type, he uses the idea of dew. He said the
question arose early, there was talk in the literature, in poetry, of dew
falling to the ground. So some people said it's a form of rain that falls
only at night and there was an argument.
There were others that said it's condensation, there is moisture in the air
and the leaves are colder at night and there is condensation of the
moisture in the air. When that becomes established then you know what
dew is, you know it is not rain. It is something else. Okay now if you
classify dew as rain and then try to generalize about dew or rain you are
up a creek! You can't do it, you have misclassified. Okay. So when
you are looking for the subject in your own analysis, the exception
creates problems for you. The problem of classification. Of definition
of what it is that you are studying and then when you generalize and
describe a process which is presumably the cause of something else. My
conception of that is that it's a process which begins here and works its
way out over varying periods of time. In the Physical sciences it's a very
short time. In the biological sciences it's maybe a very long time and it
comes out in the end as something you are interested in. We call this
whole process the causal process. And, if you, as I said you know, if
you stop the process in the beginning with a disease. You say we have
prevented this disease. If you stop the process at a certain point you say
we have cured the disease but if you find an instance of this disease that
does not involve this process you are in a pickle. You have to do
something. You have to change your ideas. The exception."
(A. Lindesmith)

e. Concepts

When we touch the problem of concepts we come closer to the domain of the
research methods. But before questioning the way symbolic interaction handles
variables, operationalises, etc., there are some more fundamental questions to answer.
That these ideas have some influence on the research methods has not to be shown.
H. Blumer has been interested very much in concepts, because they are the bridge
to reality. Concepts are not the reality, but they represent that reality. Consequently
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it is important to take care of concept construction. Concepts must permit to observe
the empirical world as it is. They should allow to perceive without bias what is
going on in reality. For that reason he has developed some ideas in relation to the
construction of sensitising and definitive concepts which has been part of a lot of
controversy. I give the meaning of these concepts with the words of Blumer.

"I: No, but they are a part, a part of your approach.
HB: Well they are a part of my approach, true. You have concepts, and
you have an empirical world. Concepts represent efforts to introduce
some of intelligibility into the empirical world.
I: Concepts represent you say. They are not a kind of putting things in reality. .
It's not the way, you say sometimes realization, or reification, it's not that
way of thinking you have? Concepts are just representing the things you
are speaking about.
HB: Well, concepts are ways in which people collectively identify what
is the nature of the empirical world. That they are dealing with. Of
course I am thinking of scientific concepts when I'm speaking although
it applies also to lay concepts. The concepts represent collective
identifications of the world. And as such, serve as a means of ap-
proaching that empirical world. You approach it in terms of concepts.
In the instance of a science, of an empirical science fundamentally,
however, the concept is always open and should be open to being
questioned, being questioned in the sense of whether, what that concept
indicates about that empirical world, as actually is the case! So you get
out, in the line of what I was saying before, and examine that empirical
world, particularly from other points of view. To see whether those
observations uphold the kind of indication that you are making when you
employ that concept.
I: In that sense you use the word sensitizing concepts.
HB: That's right.
I: And these sensitizing concepts have a special meaning. What is the
meaning of these sensitizing concepts in relation to the definitive
concepts. You reject definitive concepts?
HB: Reject what ?
I: The definitive concepts. You reject definitive concepts?
HB: Definitive. No. I keep them if they are found to be true. That's
obviously the case, but on the other hand, one has to be very careful here
to avoid what is the error into which one falls. When one endeavors to
study human group life with definitive concepts. That error is in the
form of "forcing" the empirical world and your observations in that
empirical world to fit what is prescribed in advance as the nature of that
world. Prescribed in advance by your concept.
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I always illustrate this because it can be done so easily. I'll illustrate this
with the concept of intelligence. If one wants to define intelligence as
the results of an intelligence test, that would be a definitive concept of
intelligence. Intelligence is what is used in the form of the results of the
test. The Intelligence Quotient. Well, if one declares now, that
intelligence in the empirical world is to be seen and treated as existing
in the form of Intelligence Quotients. Then one has committed the error
I'm talking about. In other words what one has done is to take a concept
and operationalize it, that's the expression they use, and give it a very
definitive character, and there upon turn about and declare that this
matter, this case intelligence, out there in the empirical world exists in
the form of Intelligence Quotient. This, of course, is ridiculous, because
what one has to do is to get out there into the world and actually
examine what is the nature of intelligence, in this situation, and that
situation and that situation. Well, the consequence is that one would find
that individuals, let us say, who rank very low in terms of intelligence
test would show themselves to be very, very intelligent in operating in
the world in which they do operate. So that the point that I'm trying to
bring out here is, that if one starts again, as I was suggesting in earlier
remarks, as I think an empirical science has to start, with the recognition
that one has got an empirical world. That's what one has to study and
find out about. If you start with that recognition and assert that there is
something which we call intelligence out there in that empirical world
you better get out and examine what is its nature, and consequently see
how intelligence is, so to speak, composed, or operating as you find it
among army generals, and as you might find it along peddlers  on the
street, as you might find it among negro kids in the ghetto. Or let us say
some girls, or...
I say these vast areas of human group life, highly differentiated areas of
human group life, in which, let us say intelligence can be operating.
Point is you better get out and study it there, instead of presuming in
advance that it has this fixed form that is represented by your definitive
conception of intelligence.
I: Umm. Yes I see.
HB: Now if you... this seems to me very obvious and simple. We are
in a human society. We have people carrying on all kind of different
forms of human life, that intelligence, inside of which intelligence may
be used. If you want to understand intelligence, empirically, you better
get out there and see what its nature is, in this area, that area, that area,
and that area! In doing that, then your concept takes on this character,
what I refer to as a sensitizing concept. The concept of intelligence
becomes something, it sensitizes you to go out there in this given area,
among let us say, army generals, if you go out here among street
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pedlers, or go out here among delinquent girls, and so forth. To see  
how intelligence is operating in their life, identify its nature that way.
The sensitizing concept then serves to, as I've signified, to sensitize you
to identify intelligence here, and identify here, and identify there. So
you can study it in these specific areas instead of going in with a fixed
answer to your... matter to begin with." (H. Blumer)

The students of Blumer pay also a lot of attention to the meaning of concepts. But
not many agree with Blumer. Even those who are probably very close to Blumer
had some remarks on his opinion about concepts. F. Davis, e.g., refuses to follow
Blumer in his care to construct very clear concepts. He considers this to be one of
the remnants of positivism.

"FD: Yes. It is not a formulative one. It is for him and this has always
made me feel uncomfortable. It seems to me in a way it's a sort of
contradiction. He would frequently criticize work on attitudes or psycho-
analytic thinking and so forth. Not that it shouldn't be criticized but he
would attack it from the vantage point of the fuzziness, the lack of
clarity about concepts. I think my natural inclination would be to
tolerate more of this. At the same time I think there is often, in
scientific work and thinking, a lot of necessary confusion and that there
can be an emerging quality and premature attention on clarity, strict
definition, can be not particularly productive. Maybe that's an empiricist
or positivist  residue in Blumer. I don't know. It's interesting." (F. Davis)

Others, who in another context disagree with Blumer, come in this matter close to
Blumer. N. Denzin supports the ideas of sensitizing concepts. He wants to expand
them by using concepts which are the expression of a process, a verb. Although
Denzin is very fond of the thinking of A. Schutz, he refuses here to follow Schutz
in relation to ideal types. Why he disagrees is not clearly explained.

"ND: Okay. I am still in agreement with a large portion of what I have
said in The Research Act on concepts, especially the treatment (following
Blumer) on "sensitizing concepts". And on... I think... I haven't worked
this completely through but if one goes to Ryle, Wittgenstein and Austin,
what was called for a period of time, the ordinary language school.
What I attempt to do is disentangle our taken for granted sociological
concepts into everyday language, and find out the multiple meanings they
have. Then I attempt in my own work to be very precise on what it is
I mean by any particular concept. So I spend a great deal of attention
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at the ordinary language level of trying to understand all the different
ways the concepts would be misunderstood.
I: So concepts not really have the meaning of things which must be
made clear by indicators and indexes and these things? But you still deal
with the meaning of Blumer about sensitizing concepts or not? You
keep that idea meaningful?
ND: Yes. An extension of that has been, for me to think now, our
critical concepts can no longer be viewed as now-like static phenomena,
as designators of now-like static phenomenon but rather we have to go
to the verb processual form of almost all of our concepts. Now this isn't
commonly followed in the social sciences. We prefer to operationalize
now-like static states and indices  of them. Well I don't accept that.
I: Is there any relation between concept meaning and your concept,
meaning of concept and ideal types used by Schutz and Weber. Perhaps
we should just say Schutz?
ND: No there isn't. I think that the notion of ideal type is really not
very fruitful. And Schutz saw that too, but he didn't follow that through.
When he went through his three levels of typification, ideal type only
can have application to the general typification. It can't handle specific
typification." (N. Denzin)

Freidson complains about the lack of care of many researchers to use the correct
concepts. This does not mean that once concepts are settled, they should not change
no more. Concepts are provisional according to his opinion and should be adapted
to the demands of the research context. This sounds as if concepts should be
considered to be instruments of research, an idea shared by T. Shibutani. If we want
to have the proper tools to do research the totality of the concepts should be
organized so that there is a logical relationship between all the concepts. We need
certainly a well constructed taxonomy. This last idea is one of the main interests of
Lofland.

"EF: Well concepts are very important and I have done my share of
fooling around with definitions. I mean I have - in what I am writing
now on professions I am essentially arguing that most of the literature is
nonsense because they are talking past each other. They are using
different implicit definitions. They are not even talking about the same 
kinds of occupations or the same kinds of people. And it is essential that they be 
clear about that. So that I would hardly, at any point, want to argue that
one should be clear conceptually about one is talking about if only
because my early history with, what is called, general semantics which  is,
you know, the reference of words... The (inaudible) version of semantic
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and syntaxis that I was steeped in. So in that sense the concept is a very
important device. I certainly think I try to create concepts in virtually
everything I do. However, I see concepts as provisional and I don't see
them as necessarily a part of a formal edifice in which these concepts all
have a separate place, each to the other, it's provisional for my purpose
of whatever I happen to be confronted with. It's not part of a larger
scheme to develop a larger theory. I suppose now I am getting more
involved with something like a larger scheme and a larger theory. Right
now I haven't found a way through of what may be a much too difficult
and much too complex job." (E. Freidson)

"TS: My feeling is that we simply don't have a sufficiently good
understanding to recognize what the key variables are. Our research is
a little bit too sloppy. Maybe more people think along these lines, and
we get more research done along these lines and get away from studies
of structure. Now we can have those too, but we ought to study
processes too. I think more and more we develop more effective
concepts.(...)
I: In all this work you need concepts. You can see it in the work of
Blumer that he pays a lot of attention to concepts. What is the meaning
of concepts in your work?
TS: It's simply a matter of identifying an object explicitly enough so that
other people can repeat the operations. So in that respect I guess my
view is different from Blumers' (...) The most effective way of defining
a concept is in terms of the of operations you have to go through in
order to be sure (...). The operations that I've used, it's just a matter of
defining what it is I'm looking at. I'm trying to define in behavioristic
terms as much as I can what it is I'm looking at under what conditions,
in the hope that anyone else who's interested can repeat the operation.
But I don't see concepts as reflections of the truth or anything like that;
they're just tools." (T. Shibutani)

"JL: You have to have schemes - as a matter of fact I've come round to 
the point of view that taxonomy and othe basic kinds of clasification efforts
are the great lack in social science. That is we have not thought very
carefully about what variety of things that we should take as problematic.
It's still very ill considered in the quest for causes. Everybody wants to
know why something, they don't think very carefully about what is the
something, or at least some things." (J. Lofland)

"JM: Well, I think Blumer is right again in terms of (I always talk about
science, that famous article Science without concepts) if you look at
almost any introductory text and pick out any of its basic concepts. Sit
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down, write down a definition and take a look at the next one and the
next one and the next one, you find even the most simple of concepts -
things like role, status, class uh... you get a variety of definitions. Even
the ones that are similar you can find differences. How is it that we
don't have a single concept in which we have complete acceptance in the
field? Imagine what it would be like in physics if they couldn't define
matter or energy or any of its basic concepts in a way in which
everyone, or virtually everyone, would agree upon. This is not to say
you can't change the definition but ah... I think Blumer is absolutely
correct that many of our concepts are no more than, not much more than
common sense. That is to say they vary, this person or that group will
have a different of definition of almost any of concept in sociology.
So I think in that respect this has been a useful job that he pointed out
30 or 40 years ago and still is open to the same criticism. I think there
is much to be said for it and I think his notion of sensitizing concepts is
useful too. I think many concepts ought to be viewed as merely
sensitizing. That they are not specific. On the other hand, it seems to
me to say that's all we can ever have closes the door. I think our goal
ought to be precise concepts. That's what we mean by a concept,
something more than a popular belief, popular assumption." (J. Manis)

Before finishing these reflections on concepts, two additional ideas granted in the
interviews by Lindesmith and Strauss will follow. Lindesmith makes a distinction
between nominal and real definitions. This distinction is a good example of the
different functions of concepts in research.

"I: Nominal definition, do you... When you use nominal definition, you
use this in the sense of nominal skill? Or something like that?
AL: I am using words that other people have said but say a nominal
definition -you say, a man is making a speech and he is talking about fat
man and small man. He said a fat man is one who weighs more than
200 pounds and a small man I'll call one that weighs less than 150
pounds.
I: Just an agreement?
AL: By stipulation. If the man says this is what I mean by a fat man
and this is what I mean by a small man everybody hears that and makes
a note of it and says, okay go ahead say what you want.
I: I see. In this sense these definitions have a logical meaning.
AL: Just a logical and a rhetorical meaning.
I: In this sense they have an ontological meaning. The first has just a
logical meaning and the other is an ontological meaning. It makes sense
in terms of reality. It's not just a formulation. It's something which is
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in close relationship with reality.
AL: Here's what I say. Real definitions are products of research. They
may be true or false terms of existing theory of which they are part.
You see?
I: Sometimes we say Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft isn't that? You can
say it's also a kind of nominal thing but nevertheless there is a total
theory around this Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft thing.
AL: Yes in terms of the phenomenological terms we make a distinction
there which everybody grasps. If you wanted to say about a specific
community what is it? Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft is the proper word
to describe it. You might have a problem making a real definition of it."
(A. Lindesmith)

And last but not least. When we have reliable concepts, they can be used as
instruments to construct a policy to change parts of society. Concepts are not simple
research devices, but important means to solve problems.

"AS: When the concepts fit the world out there well then we can do
something with them. Relate them. Check it out, discard them, modify
them. They are not just sensitizing." (A. Strauss)



CHAPTER 7. SUBJECT MATTER OF SOCIOLOGY

Methodological options and basic assumptions are important determinants of
research. But these factors have to be seen in connection with the conception of the
subject matter. The subject matter of sociology has always been a point of
discussion. Since the beginning of sociology as a scientific discipline sociologists
have used different conceptions about the subject matter of sociology. Very famous
is the difference of approach in the work of E. Durkheim and M. Weber. This had
not only influence on the content of research, but also on the research methods.
Many contributions did show that both founders of sociology developed a different
methodology in relation to the subject matter they wanted to study.

This problem has not changed and it certainly has its influence on the development
of symbolic interaction. It could have been expected that all authors who consider
themselves to be symbolic interactionists have the same opinion on the subject matter
of sociology. But as told in the first chapter not all the authors see themselves as
symbolic interactionists, or do not think of themselves as symbolic interactionists.
S.I. is not a school only composed of believers. Many interviewees have different
opinions about their position. Consequently the opinions about the subject matter of
sociology are very varied. They not only use different concepts to describe what a
sociologist should study, but they also give a different meaning to the content of the
same concepts. Some interviewees do not like to give a definition of the subject
matter of sociology, or give a definition which could have been given by any
sociologist who is not a symbolic interactionist. For that reason it is certainly
possible that the research methods proposed by the authors may be very different.

According to Blumer (1969a: 55) the main task for sociology is: "In a valid sense
social action is the primary subject matter of social science. Hence, an accurate
picture and understanding of social action is of crucial importance". Blumer (1969a:
55-6) is not only interested in social action, but also in processes of knowledge:

"In this situation, he [the individual, J.C.V.] notes, interprets and assesses
things with which he has to deal in order to act. The collectivity is in
the same position as the individual in having to cope with a situation, in
having to interpret and analyse the situation, and in having to construct
a line of action. Basically put, it means that in order to treat and analyse
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social action one has to observe the process by which it is constructed".

Social action seems to be a key concept in the definition of the object sociology
should study. Just a few scholars use the same or a similar terminology. H.S.
Becker speaks about collective action. T. Shibutani wants to study 'social acts of all
kinds', G. Stone intends to know the meaning of what a person is doing. A. Strauss
is interested in social processes. To a certain extent B. Meltzer can be added to this
list because he looks for the study of social interaction.

"I: So is that also according to your opinion the main subject matter of
sociology?
HB: Collective action?
I: Collective action - that is the thing you are looking for?
HB: Yes. It's so broad as to encompass all things" (H.S. Becker).

"I: Most of the sociologists spend a lot of time in trying to explain what
the subject-matter of sociology is according to their opinion. What do
you see as the subject-matter of sociology?
TS: "Social Processes" will be the first Chicago School type of sociology
since Park and Burgess in 1924. I see sociology pretty much the way
Park did. He didn't define concerted action. He meant by it the same
thing G.H. Mead meant by the social act. I see sociology as a study of
social acts of all kinds, that includes for example conflict, competition,
rivalry, hundreds of forms of collaboration, wherever two or more people
are involved in some kind of teamwork" (T. Shibutani).

"I: When you say it's the study of the social act and people involved in
teamwork, how do you make the difference between the study made by
a sociologist and the study made by a psychologist or a social
anthropologist, because I can imagine that they are also studying social
acts.
TS: None of the psychologists according to Mead defines the social act
because psychologists are looking for regularities in individual behavior,
whereas a social act by definition involves two or more people among
whom there's a division of labor. So we describe some kind of collective
behavior, with a division of labor. Social anthropologists do study social
acts; usually they look at the products of social acts, rather than the
actions themselves" (T. Shibutani).

"GS: No. The object I've told you. No. But is it different from other
disciplines? Yes, it's different. Because we care about different
problems. And as I, now we go full circle right? My problem anyway
as a sociologist is, the problem of meaning. Unlike particles human
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beings interact in a meaningful, or understandable, or explicable manner,
you know. They are constrained to behave in this manner and they have
a host, a variety of ways to explaining this. You look at the Iranian
problem and the United States problem. The Unites States thinks that
Khomeini is mad. Khomeini thinks that he is really following out the
wishes of Islam, then other Islam says he is violating the Koran, and so
forth. Whether anybody is right the problem is "what the hell is the
meaning of what he is doing?". Sociologists are concerned with this
problem" (G. Stone).

"I: So your standpoint is that sociologists can study these things. You
say we study social acts, or do you say you study the structure, or do
you say we study the group? When you say we study all these things
because some of the sociologists like Weber, he is very clear in that
sense. He is speaking about study of social acts.
AS: Yes. Right.
I: So I try to find out what is the main subject matter of sociology
according to your opinion, of course.
AS: Well I tend to study social processes, clearly. Okay? I think one
gets a lot of mileage by doing that but I know that other people study
functioning of organizations. I have no objections to that. Other people
study social movements and I think there are difficulties with studying
social movements, there are difficulties in studying organizations. They
study structures. I have no objections to those large scale studies
although I have objections to some of the ways in which they do that.
I mean one can criticize current attempts to do those things but if you
ask me what is the subject of sociology. Okay?" (A. Strauss).

"BM: Sociology on the other hand, I think is the social science most
explicitly concerned with human interaction. The antecedents of
interaction and nature, the various forms, the conditions that shape
interaction and the consequences of interaction. I like Louis Wirth's
statements some years ago when I took courses with him, that sociology
is concerned with what is true of human beings by virtue of the fact that
humans everywhere live in groups. Our explicit concern is this even
though the other social sciences must pay attention to that particular
perspective, that aspect, they are not as explicitly concerned as is
sociology with the human interaction per se" (B. Meltzer).

Becker is using this very vague definition because he wants to create a possibility to
include as much as possible in sociological research. T. Shibutani does not choose
for this definition in order to be as close as possible to the definition of Blumer. He
relies much more on the old Park-Burgess tradition, which goes back to Mead, not
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to Blumer. Important in this context is the characteristic of collective behavior,
which makes the points of interest for sociologists different from those of
psychologists.

Stone wants to know all patterns of explanation of meaning given by the actors.
These patterns may be in a rather free style, but they can also be very constrained.
Strauss prefers to study social processes, but it is for him also acceptable to study
social movements, social organizations, etc. But the last points do not belong to the
phenomena he wants to study. Meltzer is not only interested in social interaction,
but also in the antecedents and the various forms of social interaction.

As we can read in the definition given by B. Meltzer the opinion of L. Wirth has
some influence on him. It is interesting to see that the same emphasis is given by
F. Davis.

"I: Let's continue now with another major question, I think. It's an
important question. About the object of sociology. What is, according
to you, the object of sociology? What must be studied by a sociologist?
Is it a study of social action or is it the study of groups. What are you
studying?
FD: My tendency to want to be very catholic - that it could be, you
know, about almost anything social and human, which you know a kind
of... There was this tricky definition that Louis Wirth used to have in
sociology which I kind of like. And it's an escapist definition and
therefore I like it. He said "sociology is a study of what's true of the
human being by virtue of the fact that everywhere he lives in groups".
So that can cover a tremendous range of things. I think it can be about
groups, it can be about thoughts, it can be about sentiments and so forth.
It seems to me that this is why I think getting back to something you
said earlier, you know, since most of these things in some ways are, if
not, determined, then mediated through language then language is
tremendously important. It's... that's pretty much the way I see it. I
realize it's quite an inadequate answer from your standpoint. I'm not
tempted, you know, to restrict it, you know, to the laws of group life à
la Durkheim or of social basis of understanding à la Weber. Although
I think, he himself, you know, his own work contradicted many aspects.
I try to see it, you know, as open as multifaceted, as diverse" (F. Davis).

Obviously the definition of what is important for a sociologist to do as given by L.
Wirth had some influence on his students. Meltzer and Davis, both stress that
sociology is the 'study of what's true of the human being by virtue of the fact that
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everywhere he lives in groups'. Although this definition is leading to the study of
the group, it discloses in the opinion of the authors more than just the analysis of the
group. Using these concepts wipes away the action aspect which is so important for
Blumer.

The same, wide concept can also be seen in the opinion of L. Warshay. He speaks
about the study of collective phenomena and studies these on the macro and on the
microlevel as well. But here also is less interest for the action.

The other interviewees go a very different track. It cannot be denied that some of
them lost actually contact with some fundamental ideas of S.I. Denzin, although the
editor of a well known annual about S.I., has a very special definition of the task of
sociology, which actually is close to the ideas of A. Schutz. The definition of
interpretive sociology given by Schutz (1976: 248) is: "The primary task of this
science is to describe the processes of meaning establishment and meaning
interpretation as these are carried out by individuals living in the social world". If
we compare this with the definition  of N. Denzin than we see a lot of similarities.

"ND: Well, the goal of my interpretative sociology is the interpretation
of subjectively experienced ongoing experience. So what we first do is
attempt to capture reflected moments of ongoing experience. Then
solicit the subjective, the participant's definition of what is occurring  and
then we attempt to interpret that. How is it that this statement led to that
statement, led to that act. So it's descriptive. My two key words are
descriptive and interpretative. So I no longer use the words predictive
or explanatory. Two of the traditional goals of science. Mine
are description and interpretation. That's different from what I said in
the Research Act" (N. Denzin).

Just like Schutz Denzin is interested in the study of the interpretation of subjectively
experienced ongoing experience. Denzin does not intend to look for explanation.
He is only eager to describe and to interpret .

Unlike Denzin, Lofland and Manis go into the direction of the study of structures.
Instead of using the term social action, they speak about the study of social
organization and group. Structural patterns are their main interest, although the
psychological phenomena are also part of their concern.

"I: Now a little bit in relation to the subject matter of sociology. You
define it in different ways. Subject matter of sociology should be,
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according to Doing Social Life, the study of social organization, the
patterned ways humans are interrelated. So social organization is a very
narrow description I think of your subject matter. Now it depends, of
course, what is the meaning of social organization.
JL: That's why I'm a heterodox interactionist - why, you know, that is,
that goes against my otherwise expressed atomism. You know. There
is a contradiction there and I don't quite know. I'm not going to worry
a lot about it. I'm concerned with social organization as distinct from
the, what it is that's problematic being varying attributes of human beings
themselves. Their attitudes. Whether they are prejudiced or not would
be a classic social psychological topic. And whether or not they have a
certain attitude, whether they uh... have certain social characteristics or
not. So, that's social psychology. We clearly can not go down that road.
It's just ... we are not in that business. So that, well if you can't go
down... if the dependent variables are not going to be variation in people,
well... what are they variations in? Well, types of social organization.
Those are the kind... those are little microscopic things, social
organizations. Uh... the social organization perspective I first learned
from Erving. Uh..., when I went to Michigan. Four years at Michigan
that I was there, had a great impact. The Michigan Department I learned
was patterned on the Chicago Department. Chicago sociology was
divided into three branches: social psychology, population and
demography and social organization. So at Michigan the term... The
first time I ever encountered its use seriously, it was almost residual for
everything else, but at Michigan there was an effort to think seriously
about social organization! Ed Swanson was doing it. Al Reese (?) was
doing it. Mayhew to some extent, from Harvard. And some of the
students there, who were uhh.. we were very much influenced and
formed a kind of milieu, Rosabeth Kanter one of the great pioneers in
Commitment and Community, the 19th century Commune - that was her
doctoral thesis. You learn as much from good students. You know she
was 24 years old when she wrote the thing - received her PhD in three
years. Don Black at Yale, Sociology of Law, he was a student there.
We all were part of this milieu of social organization thinking. That I
was receptive to because it came out of the Chicago tradition. Erving
talked about it and I thought  it compatible also with umm.. You know
there is a concept that nobody talks about much in Blumer's work. The
acting unit. You notice? Blumer never talks about people. Het talks
about the acting unit.
I: That's right. But nevertheless there is one sentence, very clear, that he
is saying don't forget that we are speaking about real individuals.
JL: Then why is he talking about the acting unit? Acting units are made
up of real individuals but still there is the acting unit. There's the acting
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crowd for Christ's sake - literally one of his terms. And those are all
social organizations. So I take that as, so there is nothing peculiar. It's
just the basic charter of sociology. That the acting unit is some unit of
social organization. There are many kinds of social organizations.
Encounters, roles and so forth and so on. Then of course those who are
true, social psychological interactionists, who do take the person as the
unit, concerned with self concepts and taking the role of the other.
Those people are then, of course, very suspicious of folks like me and
Erving Goffman  and others of this type, who are more informed by the
classic, uuhh.. Chicago and corrupted some by anthropologists and
others. So in some ways I guess I've come full circle - even though I
don't think there is any such thing as society, there are smaller social
organizations that we can try to say something about" (J. Lofland).

"I: Now the other question I wanted to ask you is perhaps in that sense
of less.. value, but nevertheless I will ask it. What is the subject matter
of sociology according to your opinion? Um.. what do we study as a
sociologist?
JM: Well, I guess it's almost a cliché - we study the group. The way we
differentiate is that we slice through phenomena in a somewhat different
way than other disciplines. The historians look at a social phenomenon
over a sequence of time and looks for the chronology. But then you get
the social, the new history, the social history and which begins to look
at social changes, and sociologists who become interested in history and
who now go back and look at the past, in past societies and it's pretty
hard to differentiatie them from historians. However, to me it is useful
to say that in sociology there are prime concerns. The prime concern are
the phenomena that grow out of the fact that human beings are associated
together in some collective fashion. Are organized collectivities. It's this
group characteristic that makes sociology a distinctive field. But I think
any historian who knows nothing about sociology and very few of them
do, are very lacking by that. Just as sociologists who have no sense of
history.
I: Yes, that's right, that's one of the mistakes we are making. Now
continuing in this analysis I am looking to some of the things you have
written in "Symbolic interaction ", according to the study of
particular subject matters there. You are speaking about the study of
mind, motives, and similar things. Is this still object of sociological
research?
JM: I would say in the sense that they are concepts which relevance is
most pertinent to social psychology, which I see as one of the major
divisions of sociological study. Right. And to the extent that any
sociologist dealing with any aspect of sociology whether it happens to be
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the family, or crime, or a political sociology or education, ought to have
some understanding of the process by which, the social psychological
processes, by which people behave. We can't.. the group, in a sense, is
at a higher level of abstraction than the individual. It's easier to see what
you and I are doing than it is to see what is happening as a collectivity.
That's harder to specify. Yet I think that in order to explain this, you
can't leave out, this is where I don't go the whole Durkheimian route, I
don't think we can leave out the psychological aspects. I think those are
part of it and to just say that one can deal with social forces as though
there were no people (laughter).
I: Do you agree with Blumer in that sense that the self can be study
object for sociologists? The study of "self'.
JM: Yes. Yes. I think this has been probably the major contribution of
symbolic interactionism. I think the literature of the "self' and the
strange thing in psychology among the phenomenological psychologists
in the U.S. the "self' is probably the central concept. And it's, but many
of these people are unaware of Blumer or Mead. It's come in through
the literature of a variety of different sources and it's used in a variety of
different ways by the phenomenological.. Largely using the self as
object. The individual as known to the individual" (J. Manis).

The two last researchers are very confused about the subject matter of sociology.
Lindesmith seems not to find the answer because there is the eternal struggle about
the scientific character of sociology. As we remember he was a convinced promotor
of analytical induction. All the examples which he produced were part of the natural
sciences. He seems, indeed, very much impressed by the natural sciences, and has
a lot of doubts about the fruitfulness of social sciences. Freidson tries to find a
common factor for sociology as it is taught in different countries. His analysis only
supposes that there will be some common characteristics, but he does not tell what
they are.

"AL: I tell you. The objects, the actual objects of sociological research
are diverse, very diverse. One of them of course is to get promoted, to
get along in the academic world. Another one is to cast light on social
problems not scientific problems but social problems. For example, I
classify my book, The Addict and the Law, that has nothing to do with
science particularly. I try to be careful of the information I gathered and
respect the gaps in my knowledge and things like that but I was dealing
with the handling of a social problem. I was excited about it because I
thought there was a sense in which there wasn't equal justice under the
law. Everyone could drink all the alcohol they wanted. Alcohol is a



Subject matter of sociology 157

much worse problem than heroin. If you use heroin you went to prison
for years and years. It was a problem of equal justice under the law.
The theory of the law in the United States does not allow for the
imprisoning of a person for harming himself. The criminal law is
supposed to protect us from each other not from ourselves. See. There
are all sorts of arguments and furthermore the Constitution does not give
the (...) Court decisions have said that drug addiction is a medical matter
and the Constitution does not give the Federal government the power to
regulate medicines. Nevertheless they told the doctors that if you 
prescribe drugs for addicts we will put you in prison! But theoretical
scientific questions no. You could probably extract some if you wanted
to but uhh.. Now there are, so there are sociologists publishing things
for very superficial reasons like, just to get it in print, to go along with
contemporary fads, to contribute to scientific enterprises and God knows
what. If you talk in these terms I don't think there is much, I don't think
there is a great deal of serious belief in the field that sociology can
become a science.
I: I, I think that in a certain sense we are still fighting all the time in
relation to what our subject matter is.
AL: Yes. We don't know what our subject matter is. We don't know
what we want to do with it. There are an awful lot of people who
fundamentally believe and an awful lot of people outside of sociology
believe that, no science of human behavior is possible. Don't you think
so?" (A. Lindesmith).

"I: According to your opinion, what is the object or the subject matter of
sociological research. What makes sociology sociology in other words?
Or is your stance it doesn't matter I am doing my job and I am thinking
I am working at sociology?
EF: Well, there's more to it than that. I mean in the sense of the purpose
of sociology in a broad sense I don't really know what I would say there.
It would be pontificating anyway. But seeing sociologists as a group of
people who share some, at least, core of common training. It's possible
in the United States, it's possible in Britain. Probably I would say
Belgium, maybe Germany, maybe the Netherlands I don't know. It's not
possible to say that in France. They don't share enough. But in the US
and Britain there is enough of a common core. Even if they are
marxists, ethnomethodologists, symbolic interactionists, even structural
functionalists, is there any left. There is some kind of a common core
by which we recognize each other. By which we can intellectually talk
shop and have a common ground that we don't share let us say, with
psychologists, political scientists, anthropologists, even - although in
England, anthropologists are somewhat different.
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EF: What exactly? Well what that common core is, patently what I said
about France, an artefact of the natural history of how a discipline is
institutionalized. If there were an aggregation in sociology it might be
quite different but there isn't in France. There is a version of that here.
You know, there is a major in the Bachelor's level, there is an M.A. and
a PhD program. So in a pragmatic kind of way there is some common
set of issues and a common approach which I find difficult to improvise
to you now, but it's there. Certainly. To do anything more than observe
it and say, in fact, take any sociologist, even a marxist of the most
annoying sort, for me and my generation at least, nonetheless once we
got past that there are things we could talk about. I can't define what
they are and to define them would probably be in some ways to legislate
and probably a lot of other people would differ from me. But it is there
and there is some common discipline, some common core of background
questions, some common core of shared reading but as a Gestalt forms
something different from the shared reading of political science,
psychology or economics. That's now changing, we are all reading more
and more economics, or more and more political science or more
political scientists are reading us. So it may be different in another
generation and it may be unrecognizable in fact. And the whole
disciplinary system could conceivably break down although the university
structure and departmental structure is one that is likely to discourage
that. More than that I really can't say. I can't tell you this is sociology.
I: In your methods don't you have the problem to say I am studying
these things which make it different from a psychologist, or from a
anthropologist or an economist?
EF: Well, an economist maybe, but I am not sure about the others.
Certainly there is a lot of overlap. Take something I know a little about
in a special area what a medical psychologist does and a medical
sociologist does and a medical political scientist does and medical
anthropologist does. There is a tremendous amount of overlap. I think
a lot of what, in particular, what one studies is an accident of
opportunity. How one studies it will, I agree, there is a difference in
emphasis there is no doubt about that" (E. Freidson).

At the end of this short description of the subject matter of sociology, it became clear
that there is no generally accepted object which should be studied according to the
S.I. There is no unity. It is clear that we may not forget that all these scholars could
have been seen as symbolic interactionists, but they developed  in different
directions. It is not certain that they still are symbolic interactionists as some of
them admit. S.I. is one of the approaches they use to do their work, but they may
choose another approach as well.



CHAPTER 8. HOW TO DO RESEARCH?

Previous chapters have shown that the conceptions about a lot of things are very
different within the group of the interviewees. All were seen as being symbolic
interactionists and all of them did some interactionist work. But the first chapter
made us aware that not all of them confined their work to that type of research. The
other chapters depicted a lot of differences in this group. Consequently, it may be
expected that the methods of research supported and practiced by them can be very
different from the ideal methods proposed by the founding father H. Blumer.

Blumer instructed us that the ongoing social life cannot be grasped using the classical
scientific procedures. The researcher should come as close as possible to the object.
This can be done by becoming an observant participant who explores and inspects.
For this purpose the so often used questionnaire is not suitable. Other research
techniques should be used. Under no circumstances research methods should be
determined in advance, but the guiding principle should be: what are the demands
of the problem.

This short picture deserves a more extended description. I had the chance to discuss
these problems with Blumer and in this part I will spend much space to present these
parts of the interview, because it has very important implications for the development
of S.I.. Subsequently I shall discuss two questions. First, how should observations
be made? And second, how should observation units be selected?

1. H. Blumer

As mentioned earlier Blumer was highly critical about the classical research
strategies, which are determined by a kind of prescribed logic. This logic is
dangerous in the opinion of Blumer. It might be a denial of the real problems. The
main objective is here to meet the demands of the logic instead of coming to grips
with the problem. To evade this difficulty the researcher should explore very
carefully the situation and afterwards inspect the phenomena.

"I: Can I interpret it that way that when you are criticising the traditional
ways of doing research in sociology, that your stance was: when we have
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a problem in sociology we must try to solve that problem. The way to
do that is to look at solutions immediately in relation to the problems and
not that we have a clearcut, in advance prepared technique, but that we
have to find out what technique is suitable for this problem.
HB: Oh I would definitely state that's true. The problem of self signifies
obviously a dilemma if you please, that you don't have the knowledge.
Otherwise you wouldn't have the problem. If the problem is one which
can be posed, as it should be, in the case of an empirical science, is a
problem which can be posed in terms of what is true or not true, what
is there or not there in the empirical world. Well if your problem is put
in that form and it should be put in that form in the case of an empirical
science, then you go out and examine that empirical world to see what
the situation is. Now if you go out and do that by employing a scheme
of observation which limits you in what you can observe. Which forces
you to observe just along certain lines at the expense of excluding, let us
say, the possibility of making other observations which are relevant to
your problem. Then I think that you are operating contrary to what I
regard to be the fundamental character of an empirical science. An
empirical science by definition stands over and against an empirical
world. It's a world there, an empirical world which can be approached,
which can be observed, which can be talked about, with regard to which
one can ask questions, with regard to which one can make assertions.
Granting that the relationship in the case of an empirical science
accordingly is that of, the empirical scientist standing over and against
an empirical world which is there for observation, for being questioned,
for being approached in one way or another.
It seems to me quite clear that if one raises a problem with regard to that
world, and that problem requires one in order to be answered, to probe
into it, to ascertain what is the nature of the empirical world as
pertaining to that problem. Well, then you go out and you employ what
I would speak of as a flexible, changeable, variable, approach, to the
examination of that part of the empirical world that is set by the problem
that you have. What I am trying, in other words, to suggest here is that
certainly in the beginning of a quest, that there is both a ground for and
a need of, being quite flexible. In one's examination of the empirical
world as pertaining to the problem, in order to make sure that the
problem as one is casting it is really relevant to that empirical world. So
you get out and look and try to identify the thing or things to which the
problem relates, and try to see them from different points of view as a
means of making sure that your problem is correct and what not. The
problem as referring to that empirical world. It's in this sense I would
refer, declare, as I stated in some things that I've written that there is a
very genuine need, especially in the case of the study of human society
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to engage in an exploration that's the term that I use: as a means of
making sure that one's problem is being stated correctly. Because that
problem is significant only if it ties in with the empirical world which
one is trying to understand I don't know whether these remarks are
helpful at all...
I: You spoke about exploration? The other term is inspection, I think.
HB: Well, I would make the distinction between these two stages as I
refer to them, of exploration and inspection, in the following way, that
the exploration is a means, of trying to delineate as clearly as one can,
what is the problem that is to be investigated in the empirical world.
What this means. What this means is that the initial question which one
has asked, which as a question poses a problem in that empirical world,
needs to be followed by some examination of that empirical world. In
order to see whether the question which one has asked, can be thought
of as reasonably appropriate. As over against its being in some
imaginative or speculative notion, which really has no relationship to
what is out there in the world. So that the exploration is designed, as I
see it, to establish the legitimacy and the reasonableness of the problem
that one proposes to investigate. Having established that, and I'll
illustrate this in a moment, having established that, the problem is one
which seems to be valid in the way in which it is cast, then one can go
out to this empirical world and do what one should do, as an empirical
scientist, to try to get the facts, that are necessary to answer the problem.
If in getting those facts one has to employ half a dozen techniques,
alright!
If instead one can answer that problem in that empirical world just by
employing one technique, if that's adequate, alright! The techniques
which one employs are instruments, if you please, of the task of trying
to settle the problem. As over against reversing this whole thing and
making the problem dependent upon the techniques. Regrettably, in my
judgement, what passes as research in the case of sociology and the other
social sciences, and psychology also, today, represents to an enormous
extent, of this setting of problems by techniques. You use your
technique to set your problem. And my position on this is quite
different. That you set your problem, as a result of ascertaining through
exploration whether the problem is genuine and if you have identified the
problem as being genuine then you use any techniques that you please,
in order to solve the problem. It's that sort of simple. Now, I said I
would try to give a simple illustration of this.
HB: Let me select the following thing, for example. A few years back
I was led to make an investigation of the use of drugs among young
people out here in the adjacent city of Oakland. One of the declarations
which I found quite widespread in the literature in the thinking, was to
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the effect that an individual who is using a drug becomes what we speak
of as a pusher. He tries to get other people to use the drug.
HB: This was advanced as an explanation for the spread, so to speak, of
drug use. Well, one could, you see, accept that declaration and state that
the dissemination and the expansion of the use of drugs is a result of the
fact that those who use the drugs are pushers. Seeking again others to
use the drug. Having set that up you could then outline a vast program
of investigation designed to find out to what extent, let us say, rather the
lines along which an individual seeks to push the drug, how he does it,
all these, raise a whole series of declarations of these sort to use as
hypotheses for the investigation. This would represent what I would
speak of as the setting up of a problem without having ascertained
whether the problem is true, or not. As over and against exploration.
The exploratory thing that we did here, was to find out, get hold of a
reasonable number of drug users among adolescents to investigate
through their own experience whether actually they were trying to push
the drug. And found out no, this wasn't the case at all. Become a user
of drug instead of trying to incalculate others in it they try to confine it
to themselves because it's a protection to themselves. Without trying to
do that they would expose themselves to all kinds of detection and
possibility of arrest and what not.
HB: So it becomes quite the opposite sort of thing. They use the drugs
only among people... your peers, that you know well, your friends and
what not. Well what I'm trying to state is, well you set your problem up
differently instead of going out and carrying on a lengthy investigation
based on the premise that what happens in the case of drug use is that
every individual is trying to get others to adopt the drug. You don't do
that! You proceed differently.
So then now you work on a different problem. You raise a question that
is: the problem, under what conditions is... or are the drugs used in
association with others? There you can come in and try to find out
through an investigation of a whole variety of situations, just what is the
practice among, say adolescents who are using drugs, with regard to
engaging in the use of drugs with others, informing other people about
the fact that they are using drugs. Your problem, as I said a moment
ago, is differently, and in order to solve this problem you employ all
kinds of techniques, interview, you get out as I did in this study and
some of my own fellow workers of course participating as observers with
an ambition about others as to what was going on. There are all kinds
of ways to break in on this matter in order to make relevant observations.
What I am trying to suggest by these few remarks accordingly, there are
in my judgement complete grounds for recognizing that a great deal, I
would say the majority, of social research in human group life, falls or
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should fall, into these two stages of exploration and inspection. The
exploration being undertaken to make sure that your problem, as you are
putting it in the form of a question, or an assertion, is empirically true,
and the inspection representing the focus of your study subsequently to
try to get the answers to what is the nature of that problem" (H. Blumer).

Not only is the researcher threatened by the research strategies but also by the
classical demand to operationalize concepts. Blumer wants to escape from this
problem. For that reason he developed definitive and sensitizing concepts. These
concepts got a lot of criticism. Blumer has defended his opinion very convincingly
as is shown in the next piece of the interview.

"HB: Definitive. No. I keep them if they are found to be true. That's
obviously the case, but on the other hand, one has to be very careful here
to avoid what is the error into which one falls. When one endeavors to
study human group life with definitive concepts. That error is in the
form of "forcing" the empirical world and your observations in that
empirical world to fit what is prescribed in advance as the nature of that
world, prescribed in advance by your concept.
I always illustrate this because it can be done so easily. I'll illustrate this
with the concept of intelligence. If one want define intelligence as the
results of an intelligence test, that would be a definitive concept of
intelligence. Intelligence is what is used in the form of the results of the
test: the Intelligence Quotient.  Well, if one declares now, that
intelligence in the empirical world is to be seen and treated as existing
in the form of Intelligence Quotients. Then one has committed the error
I'm talking about. In other words what one has done is to take a concept
and operationalize it, that's the expression they use, and give it a very
definitive character, and there upon turn about and declare that this
matter, this case intelligence, out there in the empirical world exists in
the form of Intelligence Quotients. This, of course, is ridiculous, because
what one has to do is to get out there into the world and actually
examine what is the nature of intelligence, in this situation, and that
situation, and that situation. Well, the consequence is that one would
find that individuals, let us say, who rank very low in terms of
intelligence test would show themselves to be very, very intelligent in
operating in the world in which they to operate. So that is the point that
I'm trying to bring out here is, that if one starts again, as I was
suggesting in earlier remarks, as I think an empirical science has to start,
with the recognition that one has got an empirical world. That's what
one has to study and find out about. If you start with that recognition
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and assert that there is something which we call intelligence out there in
that empirical world you better get out and examine what is its nature,
and consequently see how intelligence is, so to speak, composed, or
operating as you find it among army generals, and as you might find it
on peddlers  along the street, as you might find it among negro kids in
the ghetto. Or let us say some girls, or...
I say these vast areas of human group life, highly differentiated areas of
human group life, in which, let us say intelligence can be operating.
Point is you better get out and study it there, instead of presuming in
advance that it has this fixed form that is represented by your definitive
conception of intelligence.
Now if you... this seems to me very obvious and simple. We are in a
human society. We have people carrying on all kinds of different forms
of human life, that intelligence, inside of which intelligence may be used.
If you want to understand intelligence, empirically, you better get out
there and see what its nature is, in this area, that area, that area, and that
area! In doing that, then your concept takes on this character, what I
refer to as a sensitizing concept. The concept of intelligence becomes
something, it sensitizes you to go out there in this given area, among let
us say, army generals, if you go out here among street peddlers , or go
out here among delinquent girls, and so forth. To see how intelligence
is operating in their life, identify its nature that way.
The sensitizing concept then serves to, as I've signified, to sensitize you
to identify intelligence here, and identify here, and identify there. So
you can study it in these specific areas instead of going in with a fixed
answer to your... matter to begin with.
I: Yes... after that you can continue by operationalizing the concept?
HB: By what?
I: You can try to operationalize the concepts?
HB: Well, yes, if it works! Providing you don't commit the error you
see of squeezing something that really represents intelligence, squeezing
that into your definition. I was mentioning a moment ago about
delinquent girls... I've seen instances of delinquent girls in detention
homes, where they've been arrested and put in the so-called detention
home back in Chicago, who, in terms of intelligence scores, were
subnormal. IQ scores of 70 and 75, 80 with one hundred, being the
normal. But with those girls with that intelligence scores of 75 and 80
being as cunning as everything, and ohh... could they meet problems!
Which some girl with an intelligence score of 140 put in that same
situation could never meet. That's what I have in mind. That you have
to, in other words ascertain the nature of the intelligence and its play in
the given kind of human situation, in which it is called into play. What
I... In answering your question accordingly, which as I understood it to
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be, is that after you've applied your sensitizing concept to a given area
do you then operationalize in that area?
I: Yes.
HB: I say, if you can do that without negating the character of the
intelligence. Yes. But you have to be careful that you don't commit that
fundamental error.
I: Yes. I see. Can you bring in, in building up and constructing these
sensitizing concepts the process of sympathetic understanding? Is that
a necessity?
HB: I wouldn't think so. I think it perhaps might be helpful. No. I
think one could be, if you please, in this sense frightfully detached, and
so-called objective about the nature of the play of intelligence in given
areas, such as for example... The eskimo might meet some problem that
arises, let us say, in their traditional life. You can do that without
necessarily entering into the life of the eskimo. I don't think that perhaps
you would be very effective if you didn't do that but I can see that might
be done. In other words, what I'm trying to suggest here is, that in my
judgement, what I referred to as sensitizing concepts could be used
without their use implying that one has to engage in this other
methodological device, of putting oneself as thoroughly as possible inside
the shoes of the people whose life one is studying. I don't regard, in
other words, sensitizing concepts to be dependent upon, or necessarily
linked to, this matter of sympathetic introspection.
I: I see. It's a possibility but it's not a necessity.
HB: It's not necessary" (H. Blumer).

2. How to make observations?

Collecting data is a very crucial part of research. Blumer actually wanted a very
wide variety of research techniques, but none of these techniques might be chosen
on the base of an abstract methodological principle. Immediate contact with the
domain of the problem is necessary. In general it can be accepted that all the authors
agree with this principle, although some of them stress some techniques more than
others. A few of them even warn for the weakness of some traditional research
techniques because they do not produce reliable information.

One of the main concerns of some interviewees is to come to an understanding of
social reality. For that reason they defend techniques which try to come as close as
possible to the life world of the population under investigation. Becker considers for
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that reason the techniques of participant observation and intensive interviewing as
superior to the others. One of the dangers which threaten researchers is that they
take for granted some information which is immediately given to the researcher.
Under no circumstances is this allowed. Depending on the research situation the
researcher should ask if these taken for granted information is acceptable. This is
the only way to get out of this misleading information.

"I: Participant-observation and intensive interviewing are, according to
your opinion the best. Why do you consider these two techniques the
best approach of a particular problem? Wat are your reasons?
HB: Let me give you - because they give you more information.
I: They give you more information?
HB: That is, you see what I am always, I think the single thing that I
think is the biggest danger in doing research is that you will take for
granted something that you could have investigated. Just in the way we
were talking before. Any method that allows you to investigate
something that otherwise you would take for granted must be better. I
mean, it just seems on the face of it that it would have to be, in that
respect, better. It might be more trouble, more expensive, it might be
foolishly expensive. For instance, if I am doing research and I come to
you and I say what country are you bom in? You tell me Belgium. All
right now I can make the inference that you are telling the truth, that you
know where you were born because you might not. I mean you don't
know where you were born but you have good reason to believe that.
I mean that you are telling me what you have good reason to believe.
Alright then. I could check up for myself. You tell me what town you
were born and I could go there and see if the register has your name in
it and so on. Now I would be more sure if I did that, it often isn't worth
the trouble. So, if you were to tell me you are from Belgium I would
say, okay Belgium and that would be the end of it.
But a lot of the things that sociologists take for granted they shouldn't
because it would be easy enough to find out. That's particularly true
with respect to the kinds of things that are studied as attitudes. How do
you feel about so and so. Well what do you ordinarily do. You see
there are some classic studies, you know, which Irwin Deutscher has
collected all this stuff, you know, that book of his?" (H.S. Becker).

F. Davis shares this opinion with Becker. The ultimate end of sociology is to come
to an understanding. And in his opinion A. Schutz has clearly shown that this should
be done. But Davis cannot accept that this is a reason to deny the value of
questionnaires. They can offer information which is not provided by other
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techniques, when used for the special functions it is made for.

"I: Now more clearly about the techniques of research. I can compare
some of the different writings of yours and then I see in one of them
clear preference for participant observation. When I look to the Martian
and Convert, you have a preference for that approach. But you accept
also the other methods, when I look to Illness, Interaction and Self, then
I see that you use the questionnaire. What's your stance on this moment
in relation to these different approaches.
FD: Yes, I see. I think, you know, ultimately, in some sense the truest
or the most felicitous knowledge is that which would be participant
observation, but I don't think this precludes, learning things, being
informed about things via even survey methods and questionnaires. I
feel that the more, the irony is the more you have done of the former the
better your questionnaire will be, the more you will be able to use words,
phrases, the more you will be able to, in a sense take the role of your
respondent so that you don't write anything in the questionnaire which
either doesn't make sense, is an affront, is in a wrong language and so
forth. So I do see you know, the methods being able to inform each
other and to the extent that some questions of breadth, range and number.
A number is important, it's a fact of life like everything else. I can see
many circumstances under which one could use survey and questionnaire
methods. The problem in so much American sociology and maybe in
sociology generally is that the questionnaire is constructed from a purely
theoretical stance, one that is utterly uninformed by...
If you take a population and in a sense distributed it in terms of
occupation, or in terms of age, and so forth. These too are, they are not
given in nature. We construct the notion of age. Age has a meaning
and that's why we are doing it this way, but again, ultimately it comes
down to some kind of verstehen interacted, relational bit of knowledge
for these other things to have meaning.
I: When you say, understanding, is it so that according to your opinion
when you are doing your own work that you have to come to an
understanding of the other?Must you come to a sympathetic
understanding? Can you use these words in relation to your work?
FD: Yes. I think so, yes. You may not accept it in the end but I think
you have to understand the way the world is, or attempt to understand.
I think Schutz raises some very profound problems about  whether you
ever fully can, but the attempt must be to understand, to see, to feel the
world as the other does" (F. Davis).
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J. Manis certainly is convinced of the need of the use of all kinds of research
techniques. But the most important aim a researcher has to work for is to come to
the understanding of the subject matter. He refers in relation to this problem to M.
Weber en C.H. Cooley.

"I: The other one is the necessity of sympathetic introspection. This
sympathetic introspection is important in a lot of approaches in
sociology. Is there any relationship with the sympathetic understanding
you can find in Weber's work.
JM: Very definitely. I think this is more a methodological assumption.
In the sense that we are saying that in order to... well, it comes right out
of Cooley but certainly this is in a phrase like dynamic assessment, in
a... certainly in Weber where he discusses social action and the whole
meaning of social action. I see this as the tool that the researcher must
have if he wants to understand the subject matter. This is why you need
a kind of open-ended approach to many questions. I don't mean to say
I am against structured questions. I think there are many things" (J.
Manis).

He contends simultaneously that observation should not be confined to direct
observation, case histories or open ended interview, but that we should also rely on
the study of written sources, e.g. budgets and that it makes sense to use all kinds of
information even when it is stored in a computer.

"I: Does it mean also that you say, when you have a concept, you can
find for this concept indicators and we can even put them together in an
index or something like that.
JM: Yes. Again as Blumer points out so many things that are called
indices of one thing or another turn out to be dubious indicators. That
is: the empirical observations don't always match the concepts for which
they are designed. The way to check that is to take a look at the
indicators that different people have used for the same concept. I think
the classic examples are anomie and alienation. You've got two words
and they are used almost interchangeably. The definitions and not only
the definition but even the, the items that are used as indices of the one
and the other. So, I think our goal ought to be to develop some kinds
of indicators for the concepts but I think he is right, in that, in so many
of the areas we don't have that. He is further correct that our instruments
for the processing of data have gone far beyond the calibre of our data.
I think the articles get more and more refined and the measurement
becomes more and more refined - we move over to more and more
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decimal places - and the more elaborate path analysis but the original
data and its relationship to the concepts it's supposed to measure remains
very questionable.
But I would differ with him in the sense that he seems to be saying that
we never will be able to go beyond that.
I: I see. Now the third last question is in relation to the research
techniques. When we look to Blumer it is clear that he is not asking a
representative sample, that he is not discussing structured questionnaires
or these kind of things. What are, according to your opinion the ideal
research methods. If you can say that. Can you give a particular rule
or a particular principle in relation to that?
JM: No. I don't feel that the case history, or the open ended interview
is the only method. I don't see how you could do your kind of research,
other than what you are doing.
I: That's right.
JM: It seems to me the only conceivable way for your particular concern.
But I think for a lot of concerns it would be a waste of time. There
might, there is a lot of data, for example, if you wanted to give, take, for
example, the topic of power. It seems to me that symbolic interactionists
just can't handle it.
Because so much of power is vested in impersonal organizations whose
decisions affect us in very indirect ways. Now to talk about if you go
over and uh... interview the chief of staff about his policy making
decisions - you won't get at all of it. There are some things you can get
by observing, budgets, observing uh... industrial processes, the output of
planes. All of those things are part of the, of the evidence which you
can observe and gather data about. Not necessarily in an interview. Be
nice if you can get the general to open up his heart.
I: Yes. (laughter)
JM: But I think like, go back to Mills. Now Mills in some respect
remained a symbolic interactionist through much of his literature. He
tried, I think, in many of his, to find out how these people were thinking
as well as... but if you look at his Gerth and Mills, you know, what's it
called uh... Personality and Social Structure? I don't remember anyway.
I: I remember parts of the work.
JM: Right. Well in it he pointed out, I don't remember his exact phrase,
orbits or cycles of power or something. He dealt with it in a somewhat
interactionist point of view but I think he got away from it in some other
kinds of data. He began... He got into the New Men of Power and into
dealing with the unions he began to collect another kind of data which
made his case much stronger than if he had just limited himself to case
studies or depth interview. He wouldn't have been able to carry through.
I think he could just never have achieved that, the accurate parts of it,
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forgetting the inaccuracies. But there's a lot of inaccuracies in interview
too. We can't claim that they are wholly accurate. So I would say that
I think the method has to be appropriate to the subject matter. I don't
think you can use a microscope...
I: To look at an elephant (laughter).
JM: Right. I think the tools uh... I see nothing wrong with computers,
or data processing, there are lots of things that we can only find out by
grinding out great masses of data" (J. Manis).

Last quotation made also clear that Manis is very critical about some research
practices. He supports Blumer's criticism that many studies rely on very weak
indicators. Many reports give a very impressive picture of statistical reasoning, but
the quality of the data does not meet the standards. This kind of research doesn't
give more information than what was known before.

Although A. Lindesmith doesn't really give a description of the way we should try
to understand social reality, he supports very strongly the idea that a researcher
should approach as close as possible social reality. If you do research without close
contact with the object of research, reliability will suffer from it. Otherwise he does
not believe in the absolute necessity to quantify all phenomena. The only rule is that
we should quantify what makes sense to be quantified.

"I: You say to get as close to the problems, as you can. That should be
the rule a sociologist must follow. Now, is this not in a certain sense
jeopardizing reliability? When you get as close as you can to the
problems? Don't you get so involved in the problem that you don't really
see, the problem after a while?
AL: Well yes there are a lot of problems with that, but I was thinking of
this kind of thing. The person who was doing a statistical study of crime
and has never talked to a criminal in his life. And never came within a
hundred yards of a criminal. He should become acquainted with the
phenomenon. That's all it is. When you study the starry heavens above,
you get as close to the problem as you can through the telescope. When
you study a lot of the events in the human body, you know, one of the
things they do is they transplant, they study tissue. Some of these
biologists, friends of mine, they transplant it into the eye so that it's
visible. One of the problems in the study of human biological
phenomena is that you can't get at it without destroying the processes
that are going on. One way which you can get at it is that you transplant 
it into the eye, you use an animal and use a frog or something. You take
it and put it into the eye and it continues to grow there and you can just
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look into his eye and see it and see what's happening. You get familiar
with it. You think there might be some danger in it? Well the danger
of that is matched by not knowing what the hell you are talking about?
That's the other danger isn't it?" (A. Lindesmith).

"AL: Well I don't know. What I say that if the process that you are
concerned with can be quantified, fine, that's an advantage. Do it by all
means! If you can't describe the process quantitatively then, or if it isn't
appropriate. Don't. Now in the case of malaria you can count those
plasmodium. You could take a cubic millimetre of blood, they have a
million or so of those. If you wanted to count and counted all the cubic
millimetres of blood in the human system you could count the rest of
your life for one person if that satisfies you" (A. Lindesmith).

The next one I want to present as a defender of sympathetic understanding is J.
Lofland. Important is face-to-face contact in order to understand people. On the
other hand Lofland admits that it is probably an exaggeration . What shall we do when
we have to study social phenomena which are situated in the past, or institutions?
Face-to-face contact is impossible here and in spite of this, research has to go on.

"I: The bedrock of human understanding is face-to-face.
JL: Yes. That's probably a bit strong. I'm... I think I would retreat
from... well, I don't know. I haven't thought about it in a while. It's
certainly easy to make up extremely, you see, this goes back to the point
of taking the point of view of the other, seriously. That... If you do
that, that is an enormous constraint on what you can later then do with
the material. In that sense it's face-to-face contact, you can't get the
point of view of the other, without face-to-face contact or it's very hard.
You can't, some people are dead and you can read their autobiographies.
There are substitutes and other approaches and ways to get toward it.
I: Analysis of institutions.
JL: We don't want to be, we don't want to be rigid about the matter. I
mean because there are some things that are important to write about,
you know, you can't get to the people. They won't talk to you for
example.
I: Or they are dead.
JL: They are dead. Well very powerful people. One of the things that
struck me. One of the things we really need, we need ethnographies,
analytical ethnographies of very powerful groups. But they are very
difficult to come by. I've cogitated on how you might do it. Or we need
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good analyses of the behavior of large corporations at the top. How in
the world are we going to do that? But it's terribly important in some
ways in understanding how society functions to have that kind of close,
analytic detail on those kinds of groups that we are able to get, on other
sorts of groups that are not too protected" (J. Lofland).

N. Denzin, as we already mentioned earlier, is not interested in a causal analysis.
He wants to interpret social reality and answer the question 'how does all this occur?'.
This means that his analysis is immediately connected with what he is calling the
nowness of social reality. For him observation is the only solution, even when we
should confine the observation to the action of the researcher doing research. Also
possible is that we use modern instruments to freeze some forms of social action e.g.
videotapes.

"ND: I don't presume as a scientist, as some scientists do to know what
people are interpreting or how they are interpreting. Now I think it's
important to make a distinction which I do in one of... I think I sent you
a working paper on Time and Mind. We don't ask the question why
something occurs, we ask the question how does it occur. The why
question has preoccupied symbolic interactionists and positivists in
sociology for fifty or sixty years. Why did something happen we say
which leads you into a causal-variable analytic model. I don't ask that.
I reject that. I don't ask why, I ask how is this accomplished and then
how is it interpreted. So it's not a causal model that I'm after, it's an
interpretive descriptive model that shows how people accomplish
whatever it is that they accomplish. Or didn't accomplish whatever it is
they set out to accomplish. Because the why is always in the past - how
is always in the present which is where we should be locating our subject
matter" (N. Denzin).

"ND: I'm  still involved in a project studying the organization of humor
in everyday life, as humor in an indication of problematic activity. A
colleague in anthropology and I videotaped thirteen episodes of a TV
comedy, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, which was very popular in the
70s. Then edited those tapes to focus on the problematic activity which
produced humor. We are still analyzing those tapes. So that's a method
and a form of data. An approach to an empirical phenomena. That's one
approach" (N. Denzin).

B. Meltzer, T. Shibutani and G. Stone see all kind of techniques as possible, as long
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as they are adapted to the investigated problem. A typical pragmatical stance.
Nevertheless Meltzer expresses his suspicion in relation to the methods of the Iowa
school to find the general propositions they want. Stone on the other hand gives
more possibilities than those we are used to. He speaks about teams of interviewers
who discuss afterwards the interviews; he wants to work with experiments in the
style of Garfinkel; he intends to rely on biographies, content analysis and open ended
conversations.

"BM: I tried to conceive in that book. We tried to conceive of symbolic
interactionism in broad enough terms to include the Iowa school.
Quarantelli and Cooper take the approach which is more congenial to the
Iowa school than to the Chicago school.
And my own view has been, as I have said before, rather an eclectic one.
One that is marked by scepticism as to whether we ever will get the
kinds of universal propositions that the Iowa school seems to be sure that
we can achieve but that the Chicago school is less certain of. But I
include work like that as representative of one school. My own feeling
is that such approaches can't work because they assume a connection
between uh... variables, between the stimulus and response. Antecedents
and consequences. While leaving out the middle part what some might
call the intervening variables but that's a bad term for it really because
they are not static. They are leaving out the part of human behavior in
which the richest development of the act occurs. I don't see how you
can get that through questionnaires. I have come to feel as I think I said
earlier, that we are not going to wind up with universal or invariant
propositions. We are going to have at best probability statements and
more likely statements that apply to a certain time and place.
Statistically, always statistically because, as I said, people construct their
behavior, things may emerge that cannot be anticipated just on the basis
of looking at the before and after elements" (B. Meltzer).

"I: The methods in studying social reality. When I look at your work,
I've got the impression that the methods you use are analyses of sources,
histories, written or personal histories. You use also participant
observation. Must I conclude that these are, according to your opinion,
the most valid and the most reliable methods we have in sociology and
that they are the way to come to a solution?
TS: I think my view is much more humble than that. I feel I am lucky
to be able to get any kind of data that's relevant. I look at anything as
long as I can be reasonably sure that it's not desized. If it's a reasonable
accurate description, and if it's relevant to the problem I'm working on,
I don't care if it's historical data, something I have to get through
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participation, or interviewing...
I: Also in "Company K", when you describe, using the statistics, the
background of the Japanese people living in the States. It's not your
stance that we have to swear for qualitative techniques; it's not your
feeling that all quantification is rubbish or not valid.
TS: No, I think we're lucky to have observations, in which we can have
some measure of confidence. You can't be too sure... But if some
historian wrote down something, in fact if he had a number of historical
accounts, say about warfare, and they're prepared independently by
people who don't know anything about each other, and they describe over
and over the same behavior patterns, I think that's a very valuable thing"
(T. Shibutani).

"GS: What I like are really, are teams interviewing, and then each
evening meeting together, discussing the interviews and getting their
observations and so on and so forth. So that's the technique I use
mostly. With people interviewing in teams and then talking about the
interviews, and writing up their talks about the interviews, as well as the
responses.
I: These are talks between the interviewers?
GS: The observations... Yes.
I: These are not group interviews?
GS: No, no. Well they could be, but usually it's been individuals that are
interviewed. Could be groups. That becomes very difficult to record.
Then, uuhmm... the other thing that I insist on is situating the informant,
or the respondent I don't like informant. Whatever it is, whoever you are
talking to. Situating that person. So you never ask what in your opinion
is this or that. But what, in your opinion as... something, is this or that.
I: Oh yes.
GS: Because what a person's opinion is about himself is without knowing
what self he has in mind. So the thing is if you are concerned with a
problem, you situate that person in a pertinent self, you situate him. This
is an activity, an intervening activity on the part of the observer. To put
him in that self, to cast him, to personify him in a way in which his
responses will make meaning in terms of the problem. That's the
technique I use.
Now there are other things. Other techniques I'd like to use, yes. And
I've tried these, experiments and so forth. I'm very sceptical about the
experimental method, obviously. Because I've found most subjects in
experiments are more concerned at what the experimenter is doing than
what the experiment is. Because they are trying to interpret what they
are doing, you know. But there are some kinds of experiments which
may be called "tests". I like Garfinkel's techniques in this respect.
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Which really came from Goffman who talked about observant
participation. Rather than participant observation. So the technique of
observant participation I try to drill into  my students. The point is to
guess what the rule is - which you might say, hypothesize - and then
break the rule and see if there are sanctions. If there are sanctions then
it is a rule. I have my students doing this in elevators (laughter) where
there are a bunch of rules about how to ride in an elevator. Like you
must face the front, you must not talk, things like that. So I'll have them
face the back corner and talk to themselves. See what happens. Another
student will be singing, or something, I do these kind of things which is
Garfinkel, obviously.
I: I just have my opinion about that. I don't agree with this kind of
behavior. Now so you have open-ended questions, structured
questionnaires but these are not the kind of questionnaires you can find
in survey research. What makes it survey research? Structured
interviews like you have in surveys with closed questions? Just to...
GS: Well, I'll put some in.
I: Yes, but these are not the main part?
GS: No,
I: Okay.
GS: As a matter of fact, you know, all questions. I find that the most...
if you give them choices, right? Let's say a, b, c or d, or something like
that. The most important question is why. And I get more out of that
than I do out of a, b, c or d.
I: What about content analysis. Do you use this kind of method?
GS: Oh yes, I use that. Well, in the first place in the analysis of
schedules. I have also used that in press, and (a) newspapers... I clip all
the time. I have files and files of clippings.
I: And biographies?
GS: Biography. I said you know... these are things I use when I find
that I can use them. I don't systematically use biographies. What else
were the other things.
Yes. I think I mean it's a very useful thing. I think I said that I have
clippings all the time from newspapers and so forth...
I: Now these are...
GS: I also picked that up from C. Wright Mills' Sociological
Imagination. He talks about method. I think he has an appendix to that
book... and what he does, and he clips. I find it very useful.
I: Yes that's right. Reading Wright Mills Sociological Imagination, it
gives some practical ideas, to do, to know how to do research.
GS: I find by the way, at this point, in terms of my clippings they are
mostly illustrative. They are not demonstrative. You know what I
mean?
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I: I don't think so.
GS: Illustrations, you know, there are people who think, who will then
pick up on this. You see, I mean I see myself on a process. I see
myself as making statements that I hope will antagonize people to such
an extent that they will, really more systematically than I, do research on
these things. So, when you talk about my methods, in a sense I suppose
I am putting responsibility on to other people, I use a vast array of
methods and if they want to be systematic, well let them be, and I hope
they are, you know. As I say in a footnote in Personal Acts, you know,
Shibutani is going to go with cybernetics, and I said, well let him do
that.
Then I would say talking with people in totally open ended conversations
and then bring all that together and seeing if there is any kind of
dimension involved here, such that we can develop a schedule on
particular points we want to emphasize. And then testing that out to see
if that works, or if it works see what we have to revise... Then if it has
to be revised why then we revise it and then we decide what our sample
should be. It depends, in the case of hatred you can be concerned with
hatred. In terms of the particular population. Or do you want to, you
know, expand it along status lines? Or along age lines? It's a big
decision. It depends on ... how does this question of mood fit in or what
are the important sociological dimensions to the question and that
decides, of course, how you are going to sample. By the way, I did
forget a point here that... if you are studying a mood such as hatred,
better you examine yourself, you know, also as part of this process.
Prior, while you are talking with other people. In (your) conversation(s ).
Well, then you know, after you have decided on the dimensions you get
them back. You start saying what are the differences, similarities, what
are the relationships? And then this generates probably a better
understanding of hatred, let us say in this case, than you had in the
beginning. You wind up your study by being better able to specify the
dimensions of the problem you know? Which makes it easier for the
next guy. So I don't see, you know, any research coming up with a
definitive conclusion, but the best research can come up with, is a
direction. So I'm presuming, you see, a conversation. To get back to
what I think knowledge is. And actually empirically I'm wrong, because
people don't look at research that way" (G. Stone).

A. Strauss' opinion actually is not deviant from the others. Interesting in his  remarks
is that he mentions a particular attitude each researcher should try to make part of
his behaviour. That message is that we should trust much more our own experiences
than we are often learned to do as a researcher. Immediate observation to catch
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social reality is a necessity. Priority should be given to field work, interview comes
second. In his opinion quantitative material is not superior to qualitative material.
The value of the material depends on the procedure it was collected and the way it
answers the problem.

"AS: Yes. That's what I was going to say! Some of the aspects as well
as... I put a lot of emphasis on the researcher and theorist being in
contact with his own experience. Working in the social sciences, as you
know, we talk about objectivity, discount yourself and all that business.
When I train students I say listen to yourself. Listen to your own
experience - don't throw anything away. Then one's own experience can
be very wrong. Be very partial, clearly limited but I don't know any
other instrument except one's self. And when people have very bright
ideas that can be the beginning of a very fruitful line of inquiry and that's
what some people should listen to - their own experience. And so on.
Alright now, it has an additional meaning which is that I could go and
look at something and have no experience in that area at all. But I have
only myself as an instrument to say "My God, that could be significant".
Just listen to what those people are saying. So it's not so much an
empathy with them as being able to listen with some creative insight to
what is important to them and follow through with that. Okay?
I: I see. This is a question in relation to reliability and validity. There
is a moment in the book Discovery of Grounded Theory, that you defend,
let's say that you use some older experiences of people. So my question
is... is it not dangerous to use very old experiences as the base for
grounded theory?
AS: When you are interviewing?
I: Yes.
AS: First field data is preferable to any interviewing except for some
limited topics. In many areas, the kinds of studies, you can't get field
data. You can't get it, it's not accessible, it's too expensive or it's not
feasible. So there are special problems just in having information from
the mouth of somebody. That's a problem anybody using interviews has
to face. Okay? Then you have the same problem that you have if you
are a historian looking at documents. Your informant lied totally, lied
about some parts of it, he can be self deluded. Okay? The kinds of
information that he gives you are probably relatively reliable but the area
was blurred and some kinds of information are more diverse, and some
kinds of information that he doesn't even know he is giving you like his
philosophy, his ideology, some things that he is assuming you can piece
out what he is saying but he doesn't know he is giving it and so on.
Okay? So, there are other things - information about past life.
Sometimes you can only get that kind of data. You have to judge.
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I: I see. Qualitative research is superior to quantitative research.
AS: Did we say that?
I: It's perhaps an interpretation by myself which is a little bit
exaggerated. I don't know. It's because your reaction against the fact
that some people are defending...
AS: Well the book is about qualitative research, the subtitle... okay? One
chapter on quantitative... to show that you can use... ordinary survey
data. Here we are also saying that there are people in standard ways
who are using qualitative research as only being the first step to
quantitative research which is nonsense. You know you use different
data depending on what your problems are. Qualitative data doesn't
address certain kinds of statistical issues at all. On the other hand you
get certain kinds of questions answered that can be processed. You may
be able to use qualitative data you may not. It depends on what the
nature of the problem is" (A. Strauss).

When we compare the attitude of Blumer with those of his students than it is clear
that they agree on a lot of things. The difference between both is that the later group
is less dogmatic than Blumer in relation to the kind of techniques a researcher should
use. We also see that understanding does not mean a simple emotional approach.
It has more affinity with the analysis of the circumstances in which acting individuals
give meaning to reality.

3. How to choose observation units?

Social researchers have always worried about the representativeness of the population
they study. They wanted to give answers which could be applied on total
populations. This has been one of the main interests of positivist sociology.
Symbolic interactionists do not deny the value of this standpoint, but they are more
critical in relation to the possibility to do reliable research which may be generalized
for large groups of people. If we put the analysis on a very high level of
generalization, we loose track of the real social life which is determined by
meaningful interpretation by the actors. Consequently it is not so important and
actually impossible to give a very reliable picture of large groups. It makes more
sense to analyse small unities taking into account the meaning of the social relations.
This information can later be applied on social unities which live in similar
situations. This explains why symbolic interactionists are not so interested in the
processes of sampling as the positivists are. Nevertheless several interviewees think
that sampling is a reasonable thing to do. In this context it is interesting to see what
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the arguments are to accept sampling.

"I: What are the methods you see as interesting for this approach? I
mean is there still a place or no place at all for the problem of sampling?
Because that was one of the things you agreed with in the other works.
So sampling is of no value?
ND: That's an irrelevant question.
I: It's irrelevant. Why is it irrelevant?
ND: Because the universe I want to refer to is an ongoing process, you
can't freeze it into a static moment that you can extract from.
I: Theoretically I find it an interesting standpoint. But my question is
then, how can you when you can't or you don't use these, systematic
approaches. You can for instance do a panel research on moment X,
moment Y, and so on. And you can do it very systematically by doing
sampling. So in that sense you keep very well the reality you are
studying and yourself under control. So what are you doing now in
comparison with this approach? You could have used this according to
your previous opinions. How can you manage these things. How can
you keep these under control, how can you experience them? Future,
present and past?
ND: Well, there is only now.
I: Oh yes. And the theory of consciousness in what sense do you use
that in function of your social reality?
ND: I look at the various... one of the things that we look at are the
various ways in which the persons lose themselves in the ongoing
experience of experience.
We make a distinction between being reflexively aware of being in an
experience and being totally embodied in the experience, not being
reflective about it but just being in it and being in it and watching
themselves being in it. Those three levels, we suggest, constitute
different ways in which experience is organized and we attempt to study
how persons move in and out of those modalities of consciousness. Now
in that sense it becomes irrelevant, ... That's what I mean by we only
have now. Because we are always in a moving forward nowness that we
are differentially aware of. It's ridiculous to think that I can sample
persons to get... It's as if persons now constitute static streams of
consciousness, when, in fact, they are constituted as moving streams of
awareness. I don't want a random sample of persons, I want a study of
ongoing streams of consciousness. I can find that anywhere I turn
because the everyday life world is constituted of persons who are in
varying streams of consciousness that they are varyingly aware of. So
the world I make generalization to, if I can invoke Simmel, is a world
of universal unvarying forms. I simply have to go into it. When you
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talk about sampling it's as if I have to go outside of my office to find the
life world which is ridiculous, but sociologists have assumed for forty
years that they couldn't study the activities that pass up and down their
corridors. They had to somehow go to a telephone and interview people
or have some kind of complicated sampling strategy so as to get into
reality. In fact reality is at hand all the time" (N. Denzin).

I: A few end questions. According to your opinion what are the main
rules, in a few words, about the methods of observation, sampling? To
be clear; do you see it a necessity to have a mathematical reason for
sampling or do you think sampling is of no importance?
EF: Well, I wouldn't put it either or. I think sampling. Well, first of all,
certainly I would never say sampling is of no importance but I think
sampling is the function of the problem you have and what is being
investigated and what your purpose is (that's what your problem is). If
you want to be able to generalize to a defined population in ways that
are acceptable to lots of people then some mathematically adequate,
along with uh... sampling device that isn't a matter of random numbers
but it's also a matter of the units you choose to sample, you know,
stratification and so on. But I think it's very important to use sampling
or a method that would allow statistical generalizations to a population.
On the other hand there are other problems to which you are not
concerned with generalizing. With a population in those statistical terms
you are concerned rather with sampling the range of an important set of
variation of things. In that sense the sampling would be what Glazer and
Strauss call "theoretical sampling". I think it depends on your problem,
I don't think one can adopt a routine position. That is of no importance
at all. I would say sampling is always important but the kind of
sampling is really a function of what your question is and what your
problem is.
And on some occasions I think it's very important to use mathematical
sampling devices. I would hate to read public opinion polls that were
not based on that. I don't know how they could pretend to be
representative without it" (E. Freidson).

"BM: I tried to conceive in that book. We tried to conceive of symbolic
interactionism in broad enough terms to include the Iowa school.
Quarantelli and Cooper take the approach which is more congenial to the
Iowa school than to the Chicago school.
And my own view has been, as I have said before, rather an eclectic one.
One that is marked by scepticism as to whether we ever will get the kinds
of universal propositions that the Iowa school seems to be sure that we
can achieve but that the Chicago school is less certain of. But I include
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work like that as representative of one school. My own feeling is that
approaches can't work because they assume a connection between
variables, between the stimulus and response. Antecedents and
consequences. While leaving out the middle part what some might call
the intervening variables but that's a bad term or ... really because they
are not static. They are leaving out the part of human behaviour in
which the richest development of the act occurs. I don't come to feel as,
I think I said earlier that we are not going to wind up with universal or
invariant propositions. We are going to have at best probability
statements and more likely statements that apply to a certain time and
place. Statistically. Always statistically because, as I said , people
construct their behavior, things may emerge that cannot be anticipated
just on the basis of looking at the before and after elements" (B.
Meltzer).

"I: Also in "Company K" when you describe, using the statistics, the
background of the Japanese people living in the States. It's not your
stance that we have to swear for qualitative techniques: it's not your
feeling that all quantification is rubbish or not valid.
TS: No, I think we're lucky to have observations, in which we can have
some measure of confidence. You can't be too sure... But if some
historian wrote down something, in fact if he had a number of historical
accounts, say about warfare, and they're prepared independently by
people who don't know anything about each other, and they describe over
and over the same behavior patterns, I think that's a very valuable thing.
I: So your stance in relation to sampling and case studies is rather
similar, it's not your opinion that you must have a sample?
TS: In some circumstances sampling becomes very important, that's when
you're doing an exploratory study which is primarily inductive. I think
the only thing you have to worry about is to be sure that the cases you're
working on are not freaks, so you have to get enough cases to be sure
that you're not looking at a freak. And so for that purpose, if you have,
say ten case studies, I think that's sufficient in most instances. You can't
say anything about how representative they are, you don't know. But the
objective of that kind of study is simply to formulate hypotheses. Now
if you want to test the hypotheses and you're doing a verificational study,
then sampling is very important, then you have to be able to identify
your universe and be sure that you have a representative sample. So in
my own work I haven't done it, but it's certainly guiding doctoral
dissertations. If any student is making a verificational study, he must
make sure that he has a good sample" (T. Shibutani).
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This rather large part of my interviewees, including L. Warshay, are not opposed  to
a statistical approach of social phenomena and think that it makes sense to sample
the population they want to study. But it should be added immediately that they do
not consider this to be the only reliable way of doing research. Moreover sampling
is not always the best solution to solve a problem. If sampling should be applied in
social research than it should depend on a careful reflection on the consequences of
sampling for the results. If sampling does destroy the validity and reliability of the
data, it should be omitted. For simple description of the distribution of some social
characteristics sampling can be very interesting. If we want to penetrate in the sense
making systems of a society, it may give very superficial information.

T. Shibutani sees the only solution for verificational work to be found in sampling.
Case studies are interesting to generate hypotheses, not to test them. This opinion
is a rather positivist standpoint, and few of the symbolic interactionists will agree on
that. It seems to tell that qualitative material is not so interesting to test hypotheses.
As discussed before, this is not only depending on quantification, but also on the
reliability and validity of the data.

E. Freidson mentions a special form of sampling, which is shared by several
interviewees. A. Strauss and B. Glazer call it "theoretical sampling". Lofland
pretends that this kind of sampling was already practiced by the old Chicago
sociology. Strauss and Glazer coined the term and since then this technique is
known under that term. This technique chooses some groups to make clear that they
think in a special way about something, or which act on a very peculiar way. To
show this peculiarity your sample has not to be representative, it may be. It is
enough that a sample can show that a group is acting very specifically.

"AS: First let me say two things. First one, this chapter is written by
Barney Glazer I can't even read it because I don't understand quantitative
research, survey research. But what he is saying here is that for the
generation of theory instead of using the standard methods of
representative samples and so on you can still use theoretical sampling.
You can just go out and account for the data. They have done it already
but then you use it in new ways. Using theoretical sampling. He is
saying you don't have to be... what takes precedence here is theoretical
sampling and he is saying you don't have to be... not representative
sampling because you are not saying what is the case for particular
groups and so on. What do the Americans really think. Of course you
have to have a representative sample about whether Carter was right and
so on. You know. You are not asking those kinds of straight forward
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descriptive things. You are generating some kind of theory which can
still be tested. Okay if your theory, I think he would say that if your
theory, your theoretical sampling, you may at some point do it in a
representative way, you would do it but it doesn't necessarily follow
that... Your theory may say what do Blacks think about this? Okay?
And if the blacks are in the city they should say so and so. You don't
representatively sample blacks, you look for those particular groups of
blacks and what they say but you can do that and still do a representative
count. That's what he is saying" (A. Strauss).

"I: So on this moment you don't worry about sampling. Sampling has
no meaning for you. And the most important technique...
JL: Well, theoretical sampling.
I: Yes.
JL: You know, grounded theory? I'm very, we haven't talked about
grounded theory. And the whole grounded theory wing in this. You
realize that the grounded theory approach was simply Glazer and Strauss
putting a label on something, and writing about something that they
didn't invent. They simply articulated it. It has been there, it is the
Chicago. It comes straight out of Chicago. It has that basic business
that you simply jump in and make some sense of it. That's grounded
theory.
I: Yes.
JL: They choose a good name for it. And published it at the right time
but it had been done for twenty years at Chicago. You had a job as a
recreation supervisor and you made some sociology" (J. Lofland).

"GS: Now let's go back to the first statement which you dismissed that
I don't agree with random sampling. Because primarily the sampling is
of bodies, and consequently in any random sample the extremes are less
than the middle. But any sociologist should know that the extremes are
very important in determining what occurs in the world. (laughter)
Right? So obviously I try to oversample at the extremes when I sample.
And I try to get roughly equal numbers of bodies at the extremes as I
have in the middle. Any random sample will destroy that. So I can find
out what's going on on the top as well as on the bottom, as well as in the
middle. So any random sampling by definition and by all kinds of
statistical logic is subject to, you know, a... There's a law, I think they
call it, you know, accumulation, mass numbers and the mass, you know,
begins to destroy the extremes. But in society that doesn't work that
way.
I: May I take this conclusion, if I may interrupt you, that you would
agree with a kind of disproportional sampling?
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GS: Oh yes. I do that, I've done that, you know? Well I don't want to
sample identities. But I have an idea that the identities that are
important, should be, are not to be equated with the number of bodies
that are important. So I'll oversample the bodies, let's say, in the top
extreme. And at the bottom! I'll try to get roughly comparable things
because I am concerned with the relationships, with the arrangement.
And with power in particular. I can never convey this to any sociologist.
(I) tried to do this on several occasions and been defeated. So these
people are not sociologists. They are building their sociology out of
quality controls which we mentioned last night, and they are looking at
people as a batch of light bulbs. Well they are not. So I do want to say
that I do sample and I sample precisely, in terms of focussing on
representatives of extreme positions or something like that in the
complex of whatever I'm studying, you know. So that's done. Now we
turn to techniques that I use. Well, to be honest I use mostly interview
schedules, but in using the interview schedule, which is kind of open-
ended" (G. Stone).

Stone solves the same problem in a rather similar way. He uses the concept
"disproportional sampling". When there is a distribution of a certain phenomenon
in a population, there is a strong concentration around the middle, but the
representation of the extremes is very small. Because these extreme groups may
have an important influence on the behaviour of the group it is interesting to know
more about them. To create that possibility, Stone advises to pay more attention to
these extremes.

Although F. Davis thinks that theoretical sampling is an interesting technique, it may
give some problems. In his opinion Strauss and Glazer took too much for granted
what they experience. He sees the solution of Schutz as more valuable. We should
always question if the things we meet are as we experience them.

"I: Let's continue now with research methods and I have some questions
in relation to sampling. When I read Deviance disavowal, then I had the
impression that, according to your opinion, it's not important to collect
a sample of persons, to build up a kind of generalization. I am not
speaking of theory, or law, you have the stance I think it's enough to
touch some problems or let's say, some examples of problems, to make
a kind of generalization.
FD: Right, yes. Again I would not presume to say that this is a
generalization for all places and all times. But it is a somewhat more
ordered, and broader statement involving a sphere of action or
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relationships. Here again I like very much some of the things that
Glazer and Strauss say, you know, in "Grounded Theory". In the
distinction they make, you know, between verification and discovery.
The one problem I had with that book is, I think, many of the things that
they say about their own particular method, and so forth, the everyday
world, for them, is not problematic the way it is for Schutz. This is the
difficulty I have with the book. I know many students because I was
working there - Barney Glazer believes that you go in and what you see
is it. If somebody calls another person a Doctor, that's a doctor, this is
a nurse, this is a particular kind of process and so forth. It's not
problematic. They almost import wholly whatever is, occurs, at the folk
level without in any way questioning it or bracketing it phenomenologi-
cally. So that aspect of their work, distresses me. But there's another
part about how you proceed for verification, as against discovery, which
I think is very well taken" (F. Davis).

"I: Yes. I see. Do you see statistics and the different calculations you
can make by means of statistics - do you see that as a possibility you can
use? Or do you say I don't like these things because they are saying
nothing. We have to go back to understanding and these statistical
reports have no value. Is that what you would say?
FD: No I would not say that it's of no value. Again, it seems to me that
it would depend on the derivation of the statistics. What you were either
looking at, what people were responding to and how felicitous, how true,
how much you know to use you know, how much your second order
constructs, the extent to which the indices and the models you are using, 
you know, corrspond with the first order constructs. Of the people you
are studying, and then it can be quite legitimate because questions of
numbers, breadth, diversity between some population, you know, I think
they are very important.
I: I see.
FD: I happen not always to use, you know, my own work has not gone
in that direction. I'm not always comfortable with statistics. Not so
much, it becomes very, very frequently these questions become strategic
ones. As to where you want to look, how closely, you know with how
much breadth or let's say range. What excites you more as a, you know,
a student or a scholar, and these become strategic questions. If you do
one thing you can't do the other. Some do, some people are very very
gifted, I think Ralph Turner has done a lot of work in both modalities
and very well too" (F. Davis).

The most critical remarks in relation to statistics and sampling come from H.S .
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Becker and N. Denzin. Becker criticizes statistics because they are unreliable.
Actually, sampling is not his concern. Denzin thinks about sampling as an irrelevant
problem. It is impossible to take a reliable sample, because social reality is
continuously  changing. Moreover he is not interested in persons, but he wants to
study ongoing streams of consciousness. No sample technique can offer a solution
for this problem.

"HB: Von Neumann and Morgenstern. You know the game theorists.
He wrote a book called... On the Accuracy of Economic Observations.
He says, you know, he said in fact, all numbers used by economists, it's
written for economists but it applies to sociology, all the numbers
economists use have errors in them. Sometimes very substantial errors.
So if in the same time economics prides itself on being an exact,
numerical science and they test these very fancy, details of theories with
data that are no good. Not only worse than that, they are giving advice
to the government! Now, then he says how accurate does it have to be.
For what purposes? He gives an example, the United States conducts an
agricultural census every once in a while, of animals. How many cows
are there in the U.S.? This number is reported down to the last unit cow
- it's insane.
I: (laughter) Because it's not true.
HB: It's not true at the moment the last cow was counted some cow died.
Some other cow was born. It's foolishness he says. He said, many
numbers only need to be accurate within let's say 50% to be good
enough. So I have a very practical view of that. I'm not an anti
statistics at all. I was brought up, it says in that interview, I was brought
up in the Parkian school, you know? You did all those things" (H.S.
Becker).

"I: What are the methods you see as interesting for this approach? I
mean is there still a place or no place at all for the problem of sampling?
Because that was one of the things you agreed with in the other works.
So sampling is of no value?
ND: That's an irrelevant question.
I: It's irrelevant. Why is it irrelevant?
ND: Because the universe I want to refer to is an ongoing process you
can't freeze it into static moment that you can extract from.
I: Theoretically I find it an interesting standpoint. But my question is
then, how can you when you can't or you don't use these, systematic
approaches. You can for instance do a panel research on moment X,
moment Y, an so on. And you can do it very systematically by doing
sampling. So in that sense you keep very well and the reality you are
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studying and yourself under control. So what are you doing now in
comparison with this approach? You could have used this according to
your previous opinions. How can you manage these things. How can
you keep these under control, how can you experience them? Future,
present and past?
ND: Well, there is only now.
I: Oh yes. And the theory of consciousness in what sense do you use
that in function of your social reality?
ND: I look at the various... one of the things that we look at are the
various ways in which the persons lose themselves in the ongoing
experience of experience.
We make a distinction between being reflexively aware of being in an
experience and being totally embodied in the experience, not being
reflective about it but just being in it and watching themselves being in
it. Those three levels, we suggest, constitute different ways in which
experience is organized and we attempt to study how persons move in
and out of those modalities of consciousness. Now in that sense it
becomes irrelevant, that's what I mean by we only have now. Because
we are always in a moving forward nowness that we are differentially
aware of. It's ridiculous to think that I can sample persons to get... It's
as if persons now constitute static streams of consciousness, when, in
fact, they are constituted as moving streams of awareness. I don't want
a random sample of persons, I want a study of ongoing streams of
consciousness. I can find that anywhere I turn because the everyday life
world is constituted  of persons who are in varying streams of
consciousness that they are varyingly aware of. So the world I make
generalization to, if I can invoke Simmel, is a world of universal
unvarying forms. I simply have to go into it. When you talk about
sampling it's as if I have to go outside of my office to find the life world
which is ridiculous, but sociologists have assumed for forty years that
they couldn't study the activities that pass up and down their corridors.
They had to somehow go to a telephone and interview people or have
some kind of complicated sampling strategy so as to get into reality. In
fact reality is at hand all the time" (H. Denzin).

Again we have to conclude that symbolic interactionists do not agree on this central
problem of social research. The reasons are very diverse. And we also see that,
although not all of them apply sampling techniques, they consider it a valuable
instrument depending on the problem we have to study.
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