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METHODOLOGICAL CONTRADICTIONS
OF CONTEMPORARY SOCIOLOGY

In his essay “Cultural Contradictions of Contemporary Sociol-
om.&a Irving Louis Horowitz paints a bleak picture of sociology.
His finished rendering looks something like this: (1) sociology
has lost its intellectual focus and rigor, letting other more ap-
Ewo@ fields (such as criminal justice) take over its place in dis-
cussions of social policy; (2) sociology has become a haven for
political activists who often let their political ideology over-
«.Eo their loyalty to scholarship; (3) in lining up with extrem-
ist liberal-Marxist ideologies, sociology has alienated itself
from mainstream society and thus lost its legitimacy and
credibility with the public.

To be fair, Horowitz is making some valid observations.
..Epmwm are some sociologists who are interested more in liberal
ideologies than in understanding society. The influence of soci-
ologists in policy circles is limited. There is also plenty of
poorly executed sociological research that does not command
respect from peer social science disciplines, or even from good
mmw&mwm in sociology. The mere existence of these facts surely
distresses anyone, including myself, whose profession is
sociology.

However, I am a proud and committed sociologist. As an
academic sociologist, I have always emphasized the impor-
tance of variability in my own teaching and research. This
emphasis on variability can be traced back to Charles Dar-
win.! Indeed, one can make the argument that modern sociol-
ogy should be primarily concerned with variability.2 Social
phenomena and human behaviors are so diverse that a careful
empirical study of them almost always defies simplistic char-
acterizations. The discipline itself is no less diverse. Indeed,
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sociology is so heterogeneous in topic, method, and approach
that any sweeping characterization is at best misleading. It is
in this sense that Horowitz’s characterization of sociology
comes up short. A wholesale rejection of contemporary sociol-
ogy as an ideology-based enterprise is a claim that is itself an
ideology.

Now, let me take a look at three primary dimensions along
which sociology varies. First, sociology covers a large number
of specialty areas, and the differences across these fields are
large. Today, there are forty-three sections in the American
Sociological Association (ASA) and fifty-three research com-
mittees in the International Sociological Association (ISA).
The diversity of sociology is evident in the titles of some of
these sections and research committees: Animals and Society
(ASA), Emotion (ASA), Population (ASA), Arts (ISA), Leisure
(ISA), and Sports (ISA). While I am not an expert in most of
these areas, I know enough about demography to appreciate
that the methods and style of demographic research are very
different from those of the other specialty areas listed above.
Sociology is an overly broad discipline under which many sub-
disciplines are located. Some subdisciplines are so different
from each other that it is futile to search for common charac-
terizations of them. We just need to learn how to live with—
and take advantage of when possible—the intellectual diver-
sity that has resulted from sociology’s historical development.

Second, even within each specialty area, we find a large
variation in the quality of scholarship. There has been excel-
lent work produced by many first-rate sociologists, particu-
larly in the areas of social demography, organizational behav-
ior, social inequality, economic sociology, education, race,
gender, and the family. However, it is also true that some pub-
lished work in sociology is fairly poor. Horowitz seems to at-
tribute this phenomenon to the problem that sociology is too
occupied with liberal ideologies to maintain scholarly rigor. I
do not know the extent to which this is true, but I doubt that
the problem is universal, or even prevalent, in any major soci-
ology department that emphasizes research. I offer an alter-
native explanation for the appearance of low-quality sociologi-
cal work: many sociologists did not receive adequate training
in research methodology and as a result sometimes find
themselves in need of “stretching” empirical evidence to
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support a particular line of plausible argument, which may or
may not be politically based.

Finally, there is always large individual-level variation. Al-
though sociologists may share the same title or even work in
the same department, we may not share the same vision as to
what constitutes the best sociology. The same sociologists may
also change their own minds over time. Should this necessar-
ily worry us? No. The history of humankind has seen many
more bad ideas than good ones. As long as we exercise sound
judgment in evaluating research, we can tolerate a diversity
of published works, including some half-baked ones. In the
long run, readers both in and outside of sociology will come to
embrace good works and reject bad ones. Let us sociologists
focus on what we can deliver in research and leave such judg-
ment to others.

Horowitz is right that there are contradictions in sociology.
However, cultural contradictions are widespread everywhere
and are not unique to sociology. In my view, the most obvious
and most consequential contradictions in sociology are
methodological. Sociology is primarily divided by different
methodological approaches. As Horowitz points out, there has
been a backlash against “positivism” in sociology. But if one
looks at how “positivism” is treated in those criticisms, a pre-
cise meaning of the term is completely missing. The antiposi-
tivist sentiment can range all the way from distrust of numer-
ical information and statistical methods to plain ignorance
about contemporary quantitative sociology. John Goldthorpe,
a British sociologist, puts it this way:

Attacks on [sociology as social science] by proponents of ex-
pressive and critical sociology have of course been alike fo-
cused on “positivism.” However, significant differences show
up in what “positivism” is taken to mean and why it is
found objectionable, and one of the few common elements in
such attacks is a rejection of quantitative methods in sociol-
ogy, and, it seems, of any kind [of] systematic, reasoned and
transparent procedures for data collection and analysis.3

The simple fact is that quantitative methodology is not
perfect. Indeed, all methodologies ever devised for the study
of society and social relationships have been found to have
limitations. This shortcoming should not surprise a serious
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scholar; rather he/she should take it as a challenge to our con-
tinuing efforts at understanding the social world. Unfortu-
nately, many refuse to meet this challenge and instead fall
back on a position of cynical relativism: all methods have rela-
tive merits and drawbacks so we should not privilege one
style of methods over another. To see why this position is
wrong, one needs to understand what quantitative sociology
actually does.

More than anyone else, the late Otis Dudley Duncan
(1921-2004) was responsible for today’s quantitative sociology.
Besides his exemplary research in social stratification, social
demography, and statistical methodology, Duncan’s influence
has been most important in establishing a new intellectual
tradition in sociology. While some early sociologists tried to
model sociology after physical science, Duncan was openly dis-
dainful of the search for supposedly universal laws of society
that would mimic those of the physical sciences. The central
tenet in Duncan’s new paradigm for quantitative sociology is
the primacy of empirical reality. Quantitative tools should not
be used to discover universal laws that would describe or ex-
plain the behavior of all individuals. Rather, quantitative
analysis summarizes empirical patterns of between-group dif-
ferences, while temporarily ignoring within-group individual
differences. Over time, social scientists can improve their un-
derstanding of the world by incrementally adding greater
complexity to their analyses.

This new approach was in large part built on a longstand-
ing tradition in demography: it is of foremost importance to
document and understand empirical patterns in real popula-
tions. This “demographic turn” in quantitative sociology that
was spearheaded by Duncan was highly successful. To fully
appreciate the contributions of the Duncan paradigm, one
only needs to consider factual information about contempo-
rary societies. Much of what we know as “statistical facts”
about American society, for instance, has been provided or
studied by quantitative sociologists following the demographic
approach. Examples include socioeconomic inequalities by
race and gender, residential segregation by race, intergenera-
tional social mobility, trends in divorce and cohabitation,
consequences of single parenthood for children, rising income
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inequality, and increasing economic returns of college
education.4

Does quantitative sociology, in the modest style espoused by
Duncan, have something to offer to public debates? The an-
swer is a clear yes. To illustrate, let me present a concrete ex-
ample, my own work with Kimberlee Shauman on women in
science. This topic has recently drawn considerable public at-
tention in the aftermath of a speech on women in science by
Larry Summers, the current Harvard president, at a January
14 conference held at the National Bureau of Economic Re-
search. Strong reactions to Summers’s comments in the weeks
that followed his speech reveal how politically sensitive the is-
sues are.5 In our book Women in Science, Shauman and I ex-
pressly bracketed our personal political views that favor a
higher representation of women in science and instead fo-
cused the book on observed data that can be interpreted from
different perspectives. Despite our desire not to offend femi-
nist scholars, we did not hesitate to state at the outset that
we did not accept the proposition that the underrepresenta-
tion of women in science simply resulted from sex discrimina-
tion on the part of male scientists.6 Although the conclusions
of our quantitative research were tentative and cautious, the
work has been well received in the public debate. Note that
we consciously avoided making concrete policy recommenda-
tions in the book because we were keenly aware that our
methodologies were too limited to allow us to reach firm
conclusions.

The kind of work we did for Women in Science falls squarely
within Duncan’s social demographic tradition and indeed was
endorsed personally by Duncan himself. Skeptical of
grandiose claims in social science, Duncan was the fiercest
critic of quantitative sociology. To Duncan, quantification
alone is not equivalent to scientific reasoning and in fact can
be misleading. In his own words:

[W]e often find the syndrome that I have come to call statis-
ticism: the notion that computing is synonymous with doing
research, the naive faith that statistics is a complete or suf-
ficient basis for scientific methodology, the superstition that
statistical formulas exist for evaluating such things as the
relative merits of different substantive theories or the “im-
portance” of the causes of a “dependent variable”; and the
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delusion that decomposing the covariations of some arbi-
trary and haphazardly assembled collection of variables can
somehow justify not only a “causal model” but also, praise a
mark, a “measurement model.””

What can be done to escape the trap of statisticism? Duncan
suggested two possible paths: improvement of social measure-
ment and an emphasis on the conceptualization of social
processes and research designs that reveal such processes. Al-
though we have not traveled very far down either path, quan-
titative sociology is a much stronger field today as a result of
responding to Duncan’s critiques.

With its faults, limitations, and imperfections, quantitative
methodology remains the best solution for understanding soci-
eties and changes therein. In a Hegelian sense, what makes
quantitative sociology unreliable and problematic is precisely
what makes it imperative: the variability principle that Mayr
rightfully extracted from Darwin. Variability is the essence of
human society. Without a quantitative approach, it is simply
not possible to characterize such variability. Other alterna-
tives, such as speculation, introspection, personal experience,
observation, and intuition, can and do advance our under-
standing. However, I venture to suggest that they supple-
ment, but should not replace, quantitative methodology as the
core of contemporary sociology.
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