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Preface

The purpose of this book is to introduce
you to the logic and the skills of social sci-
entific research. First, | want to give you
all the fundamentals you need to do social
research on your own. The acid test of the
book in that regard will come when you
set out to do an empirical research proj-
ect, find that the situations facing you do
not exactly match anything dealt with in
the book, and discover that you are able
to create compromises that represent the
best bridge between your situation and the
fundamental logic of scientific inquiry.

Second, I want to train you as a
responsible consumer of social scientific
research. You will be bombarded with the
findings of this kind of research for the
rest of your life. To evaluate it effectively,
you must be familiar with the accepted
techniques for research and know the
logic that makes them acceptable. With
this knowledge, you’ll be able to assess
the importance and implications of the
research findings presented to you by
others,

There is a big gap between the world of
research in the abstract and the world of

actually conducting a social scientific
experiment. On one side, things are per-
fectly neat, logical, and “scientific.” On
the other side, chaos reigns. Subjects don’t
show up for experiments, interviewers
make mistakes and lose questionnaires,
people lie and misunderstand, and no
findings are as clear and conclusive as
we'd like.

It was my desire to bridge this gap—to
create a teaching method that would deal
effectively with both worlds—that led me
to write my first textbook, Survey
Research Methods. Published in 1973,
SRM dealt with a specialized area of
social research, but we soon found teach-
ers asking for a similar approach in a
more general research methods text. In
response to this suggestion, I wrote the
first edition of this book, The Practice of
Social Research. The book was published
in 1975, and we were delighted to find
that both students and faculty found it
useful. The book was revised in 1979 and
1983; what you have is the further revised
fourth edition.
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Prologue

The Importance of Social Research

In many ways, the twentieth century
hasn’t been one of our better periods.
Except for the relatively carefree twenties,
we’ve moved from World War 1 to the
Great Depression to World War II to the
Cold War and its threat of thermonuclear
holocaust to Vietnam and on to the cur-
rent concerns over the environmental
destruction of our planet. Many sage
observers have written about the insecu-
rity and malaise of people who grew up
during portions of this century.

A case could be made that these are not
the best of times. At the same time, this
period in history has seen countless indi-
vidual efforts and social movements aimed
at making the world work. Much of the
commitment to creating humane social
affairs has arisen on college campuses,
and perhaps you find that commitment in
yourself.

As you look at the flow of events in the
world around you, if you want to make a
significant contribution to the lives of
future generations, you have a broad
range of choices available to you. Environ-
mental problems are many and varied.
Prejudice and discrimination are with us
still, and there are several different targets
for you to focus your attention on. Or
consider the fact that some fifteen million
people die each year as a consequence of
starvation. There is, in short, no end of

xvill

the ways in which you could demonstrate
to yourself that your life matters, that you
make a difference.

Given all the things you could choose
from—things that really matter—why
should you spend your time learning
social research methods? I want to address
that question at the start, since I’'m going
to suggest that you devote some of your
time and attention to learning about such
things as social theory, sampling, inter-
viewing, experiments, computers, and so
forth—things that can seem pretty distant
from solving the world’s pressing prob-
lems. The point I'll make in the following
few pages is that social science is not only
relevant to the kinds of major problems
Pve just listed, but it holds the answers to
them.

Many of the big problems we’ve faced
and still face in this century have been the
result of technology. The threat of nuclear
war is an example. Not unreasonably,
therefore, we have tended to look to tech-
nology and the technologists for solutions
to those problems. Unfortunately, every
technological solution so far has turned
out to be a new problem. At the begin-
ning of this century, for example, many
people worried about the danger of horse
manure piling up continually higher and
higher in city streets. That problem was
averted, through technology, with the
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invention of the automobile. Now, no one
worries about manure in the streets;
instead we worry about a new and dead-

lier kind of pollutant in the air we breathe.

Similarly, we have attempted to avoid
nuclear attack by building better bombs
and missiles of our own—so that no
enemy would dare attack. But that hasn’t
worked either. Since our potential enemies
operate on the same reasoning that we do,
they too have built ever bigger and more
powerful weapons. There is no technologi-
cal end in sight for the escalating nuclear
weapons race.

The simple fact is that technology alone
will never save us. It will never make the
world work. You and I are the only ones
who can do that. The only real solutions
lie in the ways we organize and run our
social affairs. That becomes evident when
you look at all the social problems that
persist today despite the clear presence of
viable, technological solutions.

Overpopulation, for example, is a
pressing problem in the world today. The
number of people currently living on earth
is severely taxing our planet’s life support
systems, and this number is rapidly
increasing year after year. If you study the
matter, however, you’ll find that we
already possess all the technological devel-
opments we need to stem population
growth. It is technologically possible and
feasible for us to stop population growth
on the planet at whatever limit we want.
Yet, overpopulation worsens each year.

Clearly, the solution to overpopulation
is a social one. The causes of population
growth lie in the norms, values, and cus-
toms that make up organized social life,
and that is where the solutions are hidden.
Ultimately, only social science can save us
from overpopulation.

Or consider the problem of starvation
on the planet. Each year, some 15 million

people die as a consequence of starvation.
That amounts to 28 people a minute,
every minute of every day, and 21 of them
are children. Virtually everyone would
agree that this situation is deplorable. All
would prefer it otherwise. We tolerate this
level of starvation on the planet in the
belief that it is currently inevitable. Per-
haps one day someone will invent a
method of producing food that will defeat
starvation once and for all.

When you study the issue of starvation
in the world, however, you learn some
astounding facts. First, you learn that the
earth currently produces more than
enough food to feed everyone without
requiring sacrifices from those of us who
are eating well. Moreover, this level of
production does not even take account of
farm programs that pay farmers not to
plant and produce all the food they could.

Second, you learn that there are care-
fully worked out and tested methods for
ending starvation. In fact, since World
War II, more than thirty countries have
actually taken on and ended their own
problem of starvation. Some did it
through food distribution programs.
Others focused on land reform. Some col-
lectivized; others developed agribusiness.
Many applied the advances of the Green
Revolution. Taken together, these many
proven solutions make it possible to
totally eliminate starvation on the planet.
Still, 15 million die each year: 21 children
every minute of every hour of every day.

Why haven’t we ended starvation? The
answer, again, lies in the organization and
operation of our social life. New develop-
ments in food production will not end
starvation any more than earlier ones
have. People will continue starving on this
planet until we are able to master our
social affairs rather than being enslaved
by them.
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Possibly, the problems of overpopula-
tion and starvation may seem distant to
you, occurring somewhere “over there,”
on the other side of the globe. To save
space, let me skip over the conclusion,
increasingly reached, that there is no
“over there” anymore: that there is only
“over here” in today’s world. Instead, I'll
mention some social problems undeniably
close to home,

In June 1978, California voters passed
by a 2-to-1 margin a proposition setting a
constitutional limit on property taxes in
the state, effectively reducing municipal
government revenues by almost two-
thirds, even though offictal pronounce-
ments prior to passage predicted chaos
and disastrous reduction of government
services, including fire and police protec-
tion. Despite such dire warnings, Proposi-
tion 13 passed on a wave of popular frus-
tration with the uncontrollable growth of
taxation, and other states have followed
in California’s footsteps.

The problems of contemporary Ameri-
can life are manifold. The tax revolt is not
only financial but involves the feeling that
tax revenues only buy red tape and cor-
ruption. It is also related to the general
problem of inflation. Workers having
trouble making ends meet win pay raises
only to find that the cost of living has
increased more than their pay, and the
good life seems ever more distant.

In one sense, the workers who are los-
ing the battle with inflation are the lucky
ones. Millions of others are unable to get
work at all, including a growing number
of college graduates and even those with
Ph.D.s. People who would prefer to sup-
port themselves and their families are
forced to live on food stamps, welfare,
and unemployment payments—at a cost
to dignity as well as living standard. The
welfare spinoff from unemployment,
moreover, creates a heavier tax burden on

those who are losing the battle with infla-
tion already.

Crime thrives, and city streets are now
considered hazardous to your health. Each
day’s crop of news carries stories of mur-
der, robbery, and senior citizens being
mugged and having their Social Security
checks stolen. Most criminals who are
apprehended never go to prison and those
who do emerge more hardened than
before.

Problems such as these—and hundreds
more—cannot be dismissed as being
“over there.” They exist where you live.
And problems like these are unlikely to be
solved by technology. You and 1 are the
only ones who can solve them. If we don’t
take on the challenge, no one will. The
question is whether you and I will solve
our social problems before they create
a final solution for us. So, let’s get on
with it.

We can’t solve our social problems
until we understand how they come about
and persist. Social science research offers a
way of examining and understanding the
operation of human social affairs. It pro-
vides points of view and technical proce-
dures that uncover things that would
otherwise escape our awareness. Often, as
the cliché goes, things are not what they
seemn, and social science research can
make that clear. One example ought to
illustrate this fact.

For years, the general issue of race rela-
tions in America has often touched on the
special problems facing the black Ameri-
can family. Most have agreed that the
black family was matriarchal, that is,
dominated by the wife/mother. The white
family, by contrast, has been widely recog-
nized as egalitarian with patriarchal
traces. The matriarchal pattern of the
black family has been seen as a special
barrier to the achievement of equality by
blacks in America. Indeed, the controver-
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sial Moynihan Report stressed the need
for changes in the black family.

Several surveys have supported the con-
clusion that the black family was matriar-
chal. Asked who made the most important
decisions in their families when they were
growing up, black respondents in the sur-
vey were most likely to say their mothers
did. The majority said their mothers exer-
cised more power in the family than their
fathers did. Similarly, most black adults
surveyed have reporied that the wives in
their own families make most of the
important decisions. The pattern of black
matriarchy has seemed clear and
consistent.

This documented pattern has produced
considerable discussion and disagreement
over the years. Political conservatives have
often cited it as evidence of an inherent
weakness in the character of black males.
How, they have asked, can blacks expect
to achieve equality when the men are so
weak and submissive? Such apparent char-
acter flaws, then, have been used for years
to explain and justify why blacks have
fared so badly in American society.

From a liberal point of view, the facts
have been explained quite differently. The
pattern of matriarchy has been explained
as a product of slavery—when families
were forcibly separated—and of modern
welfare laws that often force husbands/
fathers to desert their families as the only
means of obtaining government assistance
for them.

These two ideological points of view
present the same facts quite differently,
then, and the years of debate have not sig-
nificantly altered either points of view or
facts. In 1969, however, two sociologists
took a look at the matter from a totally
different point of view. What they did
exemplifies the social scientific approach,
and what they discovered demonstrates
the value of that approach.

Herbert Hyman and John Shelton Reed
began by confirming that the surveys did
indeed suggest a matriarchal pattern in
the black American family.® As expected,
they found consistent reports trom blacks
that wives/mothers were more powerful in
family life than husbands/fathers. Then
they looked at something others had over-
looked: the answers given by white
respondents in the same surveys. What do
you suppose they discovered? The answers
given by white men and women were the
same as those given by blacks! Thus,
Hyman and Reed concluded that if the
black family is a matriarchy, so is the
white family in America. Women seem to
dominate white families to the same
degree that they seem to dominate black
ones. Thus, if black men are weak and
submissive through some sort of character
defect, then the same must be said of
white men.

Many of the things social scientists
study—including all the social problems
we intend to solve—are a source of deep
emotion and firm conviction for people
generally. The depth of feeling and firm-
ness of position in such cases makes effec-
tive inquiry into the facts difficult at best.
All too often, we only manage to confirm
our initial prejudices. The special value of
social science research methods is that
they offer a way of addressing such issues
with logical and observational rigor. They
let us pierce through our personal view-
points and get a look at the world that
lies beyond our normal vision. And it is
that “world beyond” that holds the solu-
tions to the social problems we face today.

At a time of increased depression and
disillusionment, we are tempted daily to
retreat from confronting social problems
into the concerns of an ever-narrowed

*“Black Matriarchy Reconsidered: Evidence from Sec-
ondary Analysis of Sample Surveys,” Public Opinson
Quarterly, Vol. 33 (1969), pp. 346354
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self-interest, despite the cost of becoming experience of making a difference after

insignificant specks of protoplasm on a all. The choice is yours, and I invite you
dust ball whirling through space. Social to take on the challenge. Your instructor
science research offers an opportunity to and I would like to share the excitement

take on those problems and discover the of social science with you.
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