Assignment Guide for Chapter 3

Critically appraise the role of values and ethics in the execution of social research.

Two strategies for answering this question are available. One is narrowly focused and the other is more wide-ranging and therefore more risky. The first and most straightforward is to use the section in the text (from page 92 onwards), which analyses Laud Humphreys’ portrait of ‘cottagers’ in Missouri. The research is used as a case study of the various practical and ethical problems inherent in every piece of fieldwork. Areas covered are the definition of the research focus, achieving access to the research site, and the ownership and control of the results. You could organize an essay around this piece of research, or better still find a similarly problematic project and write about the dilemmas encountered. Choose at least one other book based on empirical findings and subject its research process to the same ethical scrutiny.

The question asks not simply about ethics, though, but also values. Here the question is not ‘Is my research treating people fairly and decently?’, but ‘Is my research a good piece of social science?’. You would need to return to the earlier sections of chapter 3 dealing with the construction of the research process and methods of data collection. At each stage of your chosen piece of research, apply the tests of ‘good sociology’, discuss the appropriateness of the methods chosen and generally subject it to rigorous scrutiny. For instance, why was it that Humphreys felt it necessary to supplement his fieldwork with a survey instrument and what does this say about the strengths and weaknesses of ethnographic observation?

In order to really open the debate, it might be a good idea to pursue a second and more ambitious essay strategy. Return to chapter 1 of the text and give the question a broader frame. Consider the work of founders such as Weber, Marx and Martineau. Consider their own approaches to sociology and the way their own research impacted upon those whom it touched. Were the strong beliefs and political involvements each held to be detrimental to their sociology? Is it ethical to wish to interfere with people’s taken-for-granted beliefs about the world, even if these appear to us to be limiting their freedom or oppressive to others?

To be successful in this endeavour, you need to be prepared to range broadly across the whole practice of sociology, while rooting your critique in the basic methodological arguments advanced in chapter 3.

