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Why do we need philosophy?
1. There are philosophical assumptions built 

into:

a. the purposes of our research;

b. the questions we address, and

c. the methods we employ. 

Some of these assumptions may lead us astray.

2. In writing up our research we need to locate it 
in relation to the range of conflicting 
approaches that are currently to be found in 
the field of social research in which we work.

A diversity of approaches: examples
Social theory (for example Beck, Castells, 

Giddens, Žižek, et al)

Experimental research, for example in social 
psychology or involving randomised 
controlled trials of social policies.

Mixed methods

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis

Ethnomethodological workplace studies

Foucauldian discourse analysis

Discursive psychology

Ethnography, critical, interpretive, feminist…etc

Types of philosophical 
assumption

• Praxiological: what is the purpose and 
intended product of the research?

• Ontological: what is the nature of social 
phenomena, or of the particular types of 
social phenomena being researched?

• Epistemological: how can social 
phenomena, of various kinds, be 
understood?

Praxiological differences
Is the goal:

1. Solely to produce factual knowledge.

2. Also to produce evaluations and/or practical 
recommendations – for example by 
documenting ‘what’s wrong’ or ‘what works’.

3. To defend an institution or practice, or to 
bring about change of some kind, to ‘give 
voice’ to some marginalised group, or 
otherwise to serve a form of practice, 
whether political, governmental, 
organisational or occupational.
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Can research justify evaluations 
and prescriptions?

This has long been a matter of dispute 
amongst social scientists. Two sides:

Those who insist that social research, like any 
science, only has authoritative expertise in 
producing factual knowledge.

Those who argue that all knowledge claims 
are value-loaded, and that the researcher 
has a responsibility to make explicit 
evaluations and prescriptions.

Goals and motives
It is important to distinguish between the 

operational goal of a research project, what 
it is designed to achieve, and the motives 
for doing research or for investigating a 
particular topic.

Most researchers hope that their work will 
improve the world in some sense, but this is 
different from designing the research so as 
to try to bring about some practical outcome 
(rather than aiming solely at producing 
knowledge).

Questions

Which of these praxiological positions are 
you adopting in your own research?

Why have you adopted this position rather 
than one of the other two?

What are the implications of adopting this 
position for your work?

Conflicting ontological assumptions

• All phenomena are governed by causal 
laws. OR

• Social actions are produced by people’s 
perceptions, interpretations, intentions 
and plans, in ways different from 
physical causation. OR

• Phenomena are generated by 
constitutive practices, for example by 
discursive or rhetorical strategies of 
various kinds.

Epistemological assumptions
Must we rely upon:

• Interventions in situations and observation of 
the effects (experiments, action research)

• Observational data, keeping inferences from 
these to a minimum (behaviourist psychology, 
conversation analysis); 

• Standardised procedures of elicitation, and 
statistical generalisation (survey research); 

• Comparative analysis of cases (AI, QCA); 

• Empathic understanding and/or cultural 
interpretation (much qualitative research). 

Questions

What ontological and epistemological 
assumptions are you relying upon in 
your research?

Are any of these problematic or 
contentious?
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An Example: Investigating the 
riots in London, August 2011

Between the 6th and 10th of August 2011:

At least 4000 riot-related crimes recorded 
across London, 

5 fatalities, 16 injured, 

More than £250 million cost to the tax 
payer.

Riotous Behaviour

Researching a riot

What research questions?

What sorts of data?

How could these be analysed in order to 
answer the research questions?

These issues are practical in character, 
but they also involve more philosophical 
assumptions that may need to be given 
attention.

Three Examples
A study concerned with building a mathematical 

model of participation in riots, designed to 
show relationships between rioting, place of 
residence, and deprivation.

A study of media reports of the riots, identifying 
the discourses by means of which these 
reports are constructed, how they portray 
rioters, the causes of riots, the police, the 
politicians, etc in particular ways.

A study involving interviews with rioters, 
concerned with documenting what they did 
and why.

Data for mathematical modelling
Recorded crime: all offences in London in the 

period 6-11th August 2011: place and time of 
offence, residence and age of offender.

Geographical data from the Census providing 
the residential populations of each part of 
London, plus Government statistics for levels 
of social deprivation in these, relating to 
employment, health, education, housing etc.

Government data concerning London's retail 
centres, in particular measurements of total 
area of retail floor space in each centre. 
(Davies et al 2013)
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Discourse analysis of media reports
‘A predominant “underclass” discourse portrays 
the 2011 riots as the outcome of welfare 
dependency, irresponsibility and moral 
deficiencies of “the poor”. This discourse is 
shown to be a powerful organising myth which 
serves particular ideological functions. In 
positioning the poor as “revolting subjects” who 
are deserving of their disadvantage, public 
consent is secured for vindictive judicial and 
economic punishments: neoliberal welfare 
reform and penal workfare regimes’ (Allen et al 
2013:2.4, discussing Tyler 2013)

Data for the Discourse Analysis 
Study

‘“Shop a Moron” was the headline on the 
front page of The Sun on 10 August, 
2011, as it launched a campaign 
encouraging readers to 'Name and 
Shame a Rioter'. Its front-page invited 
readers to examine the faces and 
bodies (as captured on CCTV) of those 
pictured for evidence of inherent signs 
of physical, mental and moral defects.’

(Tyler 2013:7.1) 

An interview study commissioned 
by the UK Government

‘The core question we sought to answer was 
[…]: “Why did young people get involved in 
the riots?” To address this, the report 
describes:

- what occurred in five affected areas and 
two areas unaffected by rioting?

- who was involved in the riots?

- why and how young people got involved’? 
(Morrell et al 2011:4)

Methods
Interviews with young people who were involved 

in the riots to discover their motives, as well as 
with those who chose not to get involved.

Interviews with other community members –
residents, parents, business owners – to 
capture their views about what led to the riots 
and why young people became involved.

To bring these different perspectives together in 
a summary of the key factors triggering and 
underpinning involvement in the riots, 
supported by evidence. (Morrell et al 2011)

Question

On what praxiological, ontological, and 
epistemological assumptions did each of 
these studies rely?
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Mathematical Modelling Study
Praxiological: Aim seems solely to have been 

to produce factual information, but of a kind 
that would serve policymaking.

Ontological: Human behaviour results from 
cost-benefit assessments on the part of 
actors.

Epistemological: The behaviour of rioters can 
be explained as a mathematical product of 
the effects of key variables, and these 
variables can be accurately measured on the 
basis of data available in official statistics.

Discourse Analysis Study
Praxiological: The aim was to provide factual 
information, but also to evaluate the political 
effects of media coverage, and perhaps also to 
bring about change.

Ontological: The messages media accounts 
convey are unequivocal, fixed and stable across 
audiences. And these messages are 
consequential in shaping the attitudes of the 
public.

Epistemological: Through analysing media 
accounts it is possible to identify coherent 
underlying discourses. 

NatCen Study
• Praxiological: the aim is to produce 

recommendations for government policy, so 
as to reduce the risk of riots in the future.

• Ontological: motives (grievances, thrill-
seeking, profit-seeking) and opportunities 
determine decisions about participation in 
riots

• Epistemological: the distribution of motives 
and opportunities can be discovered through 
loosely-structured interviews with actors who 
became involved and those who did not.

The concept of paradigm
The relevant sense of this term was 

developed by Thomas Kuhn (1970). 
However, it has come to be used by 
social scientists in ways that diverge 
from its role in Kuhn’s account of the 
development of the natural sciences.

It is now usually taken to mean a 
particular set of philosophical 
assumptions that provide a framework 
for research.

Four philosophical paradigms

Positivism Interpretivism

Constructionism Critical research

These are by no means the only labels used to 
identify approaches within social science, nor 
are they employed consistently. 

Moreover, they refer to particular lines of thinking, 
to which the work of particular researchers will 
only approximate. 

And what they each refer to is internally diverse.

Key positivist assumptions

• It must be possible to observe or elicit the 
phenomena to be investigated in a 
standardised and replicable way.

• These phenomena should be counted or 
measured to allow quantitative analysis.

• The task is to identify causal laws, of a 
deterministic or probabilistic kind.

• Hypotheses about such laws can be 
tested by applying experimental or 
statistical control to relevant variables.
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A challenge:the case of social class
‘Despite the common sociological rhetoric of 

describing [social] class as a “determinant” of 
various individual traits and behaviors, class in 
and of itself obviously cannot influence an 
individual’s income or health. A “class” cannot 
be a causal agent because it is nothing but a 
constructed aggregation of occupational titles’ 
(Hedström and Swedberg 1998:11) 

‘Sociologists can find only a multitude of people 
with different occupations, incomes [etc.] Class 
is not a thing, it is a happening’ (Thompson 
1965:357)

Key interpretivist assumptions
• Understanding meanings not causal explanation

• It is not possible objectively to observe human 
social actions and the meanings that inform 
them: psycho-cultural interpretation is required, 
which may depend upon learning the culture.

• The social world involves processes that evolve 
and change, so the task is to document these 
processes e.g. through ‘thick description’.

• The immediate focus must be upon the actions 
of particular people in particular places at 
particular times, but studying these may enable 
us to draw more general conclusions.

A challenge: the case of adults 
seeking to understand children

‘We have all been “children”, […] so […] 
we have all been that “other” once, and 
[we] may still contain some form or 
traces of it. This raises the question of 
whether it, or elements of it, are 
retrievable through memory […]. Once 
childhood is superseded by adult stocks 
of knowledge, those adult filters can 
never be removed to get back to earlier 
states.’ (Jones 2001:177)

Key constructionist assumptions
• The social world does not consist of 

phenomena that have stable characteristics 
and relationships, which can be documented.

• Rather, social phenomena owe their existence 
and character to constitutive processes (such 
as discursive practices) that generate them.

• So the research task is to document these 
processes or practices. This may take the 
form of analyzing documents, for example 
historical documents in the manner of 
Foucault, or studying everyday talk in the way 
that conversation analysts do.

Constructionism and interview data
Interviews are typically used as a source of:

1. witness accounts about events and settings in 
the social world.

2. self-analyses by informants. 

3. indirect evidence about informants’ 
orientations. 

4. evidence about the constructional or 
discursive work engaged in by informants 
(and perhaps also by the interviewer) through 
which interview data are produced. 

For the constructionist only the last is legitimate.

A challenge to 
constructionism

If phenomena are constituted by 
discursive practices, is this not true of 
discursive practices themselves?

In which case constructionist discourse 
analysis cannot claim to document 
practices, it simply fabricates what it 
claims to study. 
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‘Critical’ research
The aim […] is better understanding of how 

societies work [to] produce both beneficial and 
detrimental effects, and of how [bad effects] 
can be mitigated if not eliminated’ (Fairclough 
2003:202-3)

The task of critical research is to provide 
documentary evidence about inequality and 
oppression, and to evaluate and challenge 
current arrangements.

Ideally at least, research should directly serve 
political movements that are aimed at 
eliminating inequality or oppression.

Activist social science
The purpose of research should not be simply to 

understand or document the social world, or 
even just to produce evaluations and 
recommendations. It should play a direct role 
in serving, defending, or changing social 
arrangements, policies, and practices. Indeed, 
research affects these anyway, and should be 
directed towards worthwhile political or 
practical goals.

This means that it must be specifically designed 
to serve some form of practice, political, 
occupational, organisational, or charitable.

The sociologist as spy
‘Sociologists stand guard in the garrison and 
report to their masters on the movements of 
the occupied populace. The more 
adventurous […] don the disguise of the 
people and go out to mix with the peasants 
in the "field", returning with books and 
articles that break the protective secrecy in 
which a subjugated population wraps itself, 
and make it more accessible to manipulation 
and control./ The sociologist […] is precisely 
a kind of spy’ (Nicolaus 1968).

A challenge to ‘critical’ research
By what right do social scientists claim to know 

better than other people what is good or bad, 
right or wrong, just or unjust? The only task 
for which social science can claim distinctive 
authority is to produce value-relevant factual 
knowledge.

‘Critical’ research, and all other kinds of inquiry 
committed to a value-loaded approach, 
maximize the chances of some kinds of bias, 
and involve illegitimate claims to scientific 
authority (see Hammersley 2014).

Questions

Are all four paradigms legitimate?

If so, does this render social science 
incoherent?

If they are not all legitimate, on what 
grounds should we assess their 
legitimacy?  

The issue of assessing research
Assessment depends upon practical, 

ontological, and epistemological 
assumptions.

There are competing sets of criteria for 
assessing social research, relating to 
quantitative and qualitative inquiry but also 
to different types of qualitative research.

There are also arguments to the effect that 
the very notion of criteria of assessment is 
positivist in character, and should be 
abandoned (Smith and Deemer 2000).
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Criteria
Criteria characteristic of quantitative research 

include: internal and external validity, and 
measurement validity (content, construct, 
etc.) and reliability.

Some qualitative researchers have sought to 
apply these criteria but others have 
developed different criteria, some epistemic 
in character, others pragmatic or political.

(For discussions of this issue, see Hammersley 
2008 and/or Spencer et al 2003)

Navigating the field

It is necessary to take philosophical 
assumptions into account in finding the 
best way to carry out your research.

However, they also need to be addressed 
so as to be able to locate your work 
within the field to which it is designed to 
contribute, and to defend what you have 
done in relation to audiences who do 
not share your assumptions.

Contrasting approaches

Fundamentalism: one must first choose 
one’s paradigm and then structure inquiry 
in terms of the assumptions that constitute 
that paradigm: paradigmatic integrity

Pragmatism: one should start from one’s 
research questions and select whatever 
approach and methods are best suited for 
trying to answer this set of questions: 
fitness for purpose.

How much attention must we 
give to philosophy?

No simple answer: some philosophical 
reflection on assumptions is certainly 
desirable, but it is not possible to engage in 
‘full philosophical reflection’. And trying to 
do this would lead us into deep, intractable 
problems.

It is necessary to judge what is required in 
doing your research, and what is necessary 
for presenting your work to relevant 
audiences.

Beware!

• Philosophy can damage your health:

‘If the Sun and Moon should ever     
doubt, they'd immediately go out’

William Blake ‘Auguries of Innocence’

• And there is a great deal of erroneous and 
misleading philosophical discussion in the 
methodological literature of the social 
sciences today.

[For some sources and further guidance, 
see Hammersley 2012.]
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