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Answer two questions.

Positivists believe that society should be studied using the methods of the natural scienc
They see these methods as providing an accurate and objective way of isolating an
measuring the variables that shape human behaviour. The quantitative data produced using
this approach allows correlations and comparisons to be made from which generalisations
can be established.

Positivists believe that scientific methods help to prevent the researcher’s values influencing
the research findings. But they may be unrealistic in thinking that natural science is free
from the influence of values. For example, some studies have shown that social factors may
influence what scientists believe is legitimate knowledge, leading them to reject theories that
clash with the dominant way of thinking at the time.

Interpretivists think that using a scientific approach to study society would be inappropriate.
They claim that sociological studies are always likely to be influenced by the researcher’s
values and that attempts to use scientific methods to measure people’s attitudes and beliefs
will inevitably over-simplify the complex nature of social reality.

(&) In the context of scientific research what is meant by the term variables?

(b) Describe two reasons why scientists may reject theories that clash with the dominant
way of thinking at the time.
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(c) Explain why attempts to measure people’s attitudes and beliefs may over-sim
complex nature of social reality.
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(d) Assess the interpretivist view that the methods of the natural sciences are inapp
for studying society.
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sociological research because they allow a large number of questions to be asked to a wide
group in a short space of time. Sociologists working within the positivist tradition favour the
use of questionnaires because of the reliability of the method and the ability to identify trends
and make generalisations from the data that is collected. From an interpretivist perspective,
however, research based on questionnaires is said to lack validity.

Interviews are an alternative to questionnaires. There are three main types of interview
— structured, semi-structured and unstructured. Structured interviews are similar to
guestionnaires in that they contain pre-set questions that are asked in the same order
every time. Whereas a questionnaire may be given to a respondent to complete privately, a
structured interview consists of a spoken question-and-answer session between interviewer
and interviewee. The presence of the interviewer in this process brings some advantages
when compared to questionnaires, but it may also create the problem of researcher effect.

(&) What is meant by the term reliability?
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(c) Explain why interviews may create the problem of researcher effect.
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Functionalists believe that social order is based on value consensus. They also cl
the interests of all social groups are served by a social system that is stable and e
in producing goods and services. Such a system requires leaders who make decisions
behalf of others, and these people have to be adequately rewarded. Therefore inequality
is an important part of a stable and efficient society, and all social groups benefit from that
inequality.

By contrast, conflict theorists argue that society is made up of groups with different interests,
and social life is a struggle between these groups to achieve power and domination.
Social inequality, in this view, benefits the rich and powerful in society at the expense of
other, weaker groups. Feminists believe that women are a disadvantaged group who are
discriminated against in ways that benefit the interests of men.

(&) What is meant by the term value consensus?



http://www.studentbounty.com/
http://www.studentbounty.com

11

(c) Explain why feminists believe that females are discriminated against in modern i
societies.
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(d) Assess the functionalist view that all groups benefit from social inequality.
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