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48 &) MEeTHODS OF DISCOVERY

its surrounding communities, whereas it might be /osing pre-
cisely those kinds of people if it were surrounded by a different
set of communities. From this point of view, there is no ab-
solute scale of disorganization, only disorganization relative to
a context. In the noncontextual mode, by contrast, the mean-
ing of disorganization or liberalism is the same no matter what.
Obviously, the zléSLlﬂlptiOﬂ of such noncontextuality is central
to survey methods. When we send out questionnaires, we are
assuming that everyone who answers has the same frame of ref-

erence in mind.!

THERE ARE THUS several important debates about the nature of
social reality that have methodological implications. The first
involves the analytic distinction between social and cultural
realms, with its associated methodological schemes of behav-
jorism and culturalism. A second, long-standing debate is
between individualism and emergentism, with its associated
schemes of methodological individualism and methodological
emergentism. Third is the pairing of realism and construc-
tionism, and fourth is its closely related cousin pairing of con-
textualism and noncontextualism. Each of these debates has

important implications for methodological positions.

G. Choice and Constraint

Not all of the basic social scientific debates concern methods or
ontology, however. Some of them concern the kinds of things
that are to be explained, what is taken to be problematic in so-
cial life. A first issue is whether to focus on choice or constraint.
In many ways, this is another version of the individualism/

emergentism debate. For economists in particular, the key to

Basic DEBATES AND METHODOLOGICAL PRACTICES

understanding society lies in understanding how people make
choices or rather in figuring out the consequences of their mak-
ing choices in groups. (Economists feel they already know
how people make choices—Dby maximizing utility subject to a
budget constraint. The question lies in figuring out how they
make those choices and what the social consequences are when
groups of people make such decisions in parallel.)

For many other social scientists, however, the key to un-
derstanding society is in figuring out—as the economist James
Duesenberry once famously put it—“why people have no
choices to make” (1960:233). On this view, social structure con-
strains and directs individuals. They are not free to make their
way unconstrained, except in specifically designed institutional
structures like economic markets. Rather, they are shaped by so-
cial forces, arrangements and connections that prevent free

choice from exercising anything like a determinant role.

H. Conflict and Consensus

Another long-standing debate concerns conflict and consensus.
The consensus position is that while people are inherently dis-
orderly and social order is therefore precarious, social organiza-
tion and institutions keep people from destroying themselves.
(The reader may recognize this position as descending from the
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes.) For this position, the
standard question is why conflict does not pervade the social
system. The answer is usually sought in norms, rules, and val-
ues—all the apparatus of social institutions, as this position
calls them. Much of consensus research takes the form of teas-
ing out hidden norms and rules that maintain stability in social

situations, from the grand social values seen by writers like




