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Becker, Howard.  1996. "The Epistemology of Qualitative Research."  In

Ethnography and Human Development. 

0) Thesis Statement: 

· “Practitioners of qualitative and quantitative methods may seem to have different philosophies of science, but they really just work in different situations and ask different questions.” (p.65) 
· both styles share very similar epistemology
I)   differences between quantitative(a) and qualitative(b) epistemologies 

1) different questions on the level of data
a) survey researchers: 

-explanations of acts based on a logic of difference between groups with different traits 

-problem: interaction effects

-focus on questions about validity in hypothesis -testing

b) field workers: 

-description which makes sense of own observation, interested in history of events

-consider system of relationships, aware of constructed character of variables

-focus on questions about accuracy, precision and breadth

2) situation of data gathering
a) closed experimental character

b) additional information input, “surprise data,” no option to be insulated from the data

II)  variety of qualitative methods

1) viewpoint of the social actor
+) strength: taking the point of view of the other, let the actors express themselves

-​-) problem: constructivism, we always describe, inconsistent self-description, moving targets

=) central: question of accuracy, avoid dangers of misinterpretation, replacing speculation  

    with observation, minimum standards 

2) emphasis on everyday life
+) strength: focus on everyday world of people opposed to constructs of social scientists

--) problem: degree of influence and interference

=) central: real life social situations with constraints and consequences, avoid manipulation

3) questions of “thick description”

+) strength: pick out relevant aspects and details, aim at fuller description

--) problem: trying to reproduce “lived experience of others, hierarchy of credibility

=) central: reach for “breadth” (full picture of relevant interaction effects)
III) conclusion and outlook

-issue of official statistics (produced with intention)
-questions of validity and credibility in qualitative methods

-problem: professional community, academic schools and languages, fixation on procedures

· Highlights

a) for specific questions about aspects of qualitative methodology read pp. 53-55, 66-70.

b) for general questions about the issue of epistemology read pp. 56-65.

· Downsides
-at one point Becker talks about possible “excesses” of ethnography, but except in his  

 criticism of thick description he remains overall calm on the issue

· Relations

-the article can be read as a systematic reflection on the more structured points of qualitative 

 research in the introduction chapter in Lofland’s “Analysing Social Settings”

-in its portrayal of the positive impact of qualitative methods for social theory, the article is 

 also related to Piore’s text in “Handbook for Social Science”

· Questions/Concerns
-although the author makes his point in showing the similarities in the epistemology between 

 quantitative and qualitative methods, he offers few conclusions for bridging the gap 

 between the two 
