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FINDING OUT HOW
THE SOCIAL WORLD WORKS

MICHAEL SCHWALBE

Most sociologists agree that the best way to learn about research is through
hands-on experience gained by conducting a study. The research process,
examined in the next three readings, often turns up new questions and chal-
lenges for the researcher. The first reading is by Michael Schwalbe, a profes-
sor of sociology at North Carolina State University, and is excerpted from his
1998 book, The Sociologically Examined Life: Pieces of the Conversation. In this
selection, Schwalbe explains the advantages of utilizing systematic research
to study the social world. Schwalbe also summarizes the kinds of questions
sociologists often ask and argues that it is important to be “sociologically
mindful” whenever addressing social research.

Michael Schwalbe, “Finding Out How the Social World Works” from The Sociologically Examined
Life: Pieces of the Conversation. Copyright © 1998 by Michael Schwalbe. Reprinted with the per-
mission of The McGraw-Hill Companies.
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ithout looking up any statistics, can you say whether there are
more poor black people or poor white people in the United

States? A common mistake, because blacks are often represented
as being poor, is to say that there are more poor black people than poor
white people. But blacks make up only about 12 percent of the U.S. popula-
tion. And even though the rate of poverty is higher among blacks (about
30 percent) than among whites (about 15 percent), there are s0 many more
white people in the United States that whites still make up the majority of
those living in poverty. . . - A few facts and a bit of logic make this easy to
figure out.

So logical deduction is one way to know things, or to find out the impli-
cations of what we know. Much of what we know comes straight from oth-
ers. It is passed on to us by parents, teachers, friends, and so on. We can also
know things from personal experience ot observation, from systematic re-
search, and from mysﬁcal revelation. It is possible, too, that some knowledge
is instinctive, as, for example, when an infant “knows” that it should suck on
whatever is put in its mouth.

It is interesting to think about where our knowledge comes from. What
usually concerns us more, however, is how to be sure that our knowledge is
valid and reliable. Each source of knowledge has limitations in these respects.
Part of being sociologically mindful is being aware of these limitations.

Logical deduction, for instance, is a fine way to elaborate our
knowledge—except that if our premises are Wrong, then our conclusions will
also be wrong; we will simply reason our way to further ignorance. One
strength of logical deduction, however, is that others can check up on our
assumptions and our reasoning, and thus correct us if we go astray.

Relying on what others tell us is necessary and is often a good way
to learn, but how do we know that what others tell us is right? Surely you
have had the experience of being told—by a parent, teacher, or mentor—
something that later turned out to be wrong. Then there is the problem of de-
ciding between different versions of the truth that come to us from sources
that seem equally credible. How do we decide who is right?

Personal experience and observation are good sources of knowledge,
except that it is easy t0 misjudge and overgeneralize from these sources. For
example, your own observations might tell you that the sun revolves around
the earth, or that all Lithuanians are slobs because both of the Lithuanians
you've met in your life were a bit slobby, or that there is no ruling class in the
United States because you've never seen it gathered in one place, or that
crime is rising becatise you were just robbed. The problem in each case isnot
that you don’t know what you've seen, but that what you've seen isn’t
enough to support the conclusion you reached. . . .

Advantages of Systematic Research

Careful research is perhaps the best way t0 create valid and reliable knowl-
edge about the state of the social world and how it works. It is the best way
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for several reasons. First, by using standard, widely accepted means of
finding things out, we can control personal biases. Tf we can do this, we are
less likely to mistake what we would like to be true for what is really true.

Suppose, for example, | believe that democratic work organizations are
better than authoritarian ones and would therefore like to believe that they
are also more efficient. My bias would be to look only for evidence that sup-
ports my belief. But T use a standard method of assessing efficiency, and use
it carefully and fairly to compare democratic and authoritarian work organi-
zations, I will have to accept whatever I find. My bias would thus be canceled
out, or at least controlled.

Second, research can get us beyond personal experience and casual ob-
servation, because to re-search is to look beyond what is obvious to us from
where we stand. It is to look for ideas and information that might challenge
the common sense that gets us through daily life. It means considering the
quality and correctness of knowledge created by others, even if we find their
knowledge irritating. All this can be difficult, because our usual habit is to
settle comfortably into believing that we already know what is right.

A third reason for doing research is that it lets us check up on each other.
If we use methods that others agree are propet, they can look at our results
and say, “Hmmm, yes, you did it right; these results must be correct.” Or
they can say, “Ah, you went astray here at this point, so your conclusions are
not trustworthy.” We can make the same judgments when others offer us
knowledge they have created. In this way, by working together, we can do
better at dispelling illusions and, in the long run, creating knowledge thatis
valid and reliable.

Perhaps you noticed that Thad only good things to say about knowledge
that comes from research. Does this mean that one should accept as true
whatever is published in a scientific or scholarly journal? No. Knowledge
from any source should be critically interrogated. Careful research is just a
way to avoid problems that are common when knowledge is created in other
ways. And if research is not done properly, it can yield as much foolishness
as any other method.

The larger point here i that we should be mindful, to the extent we can,
of where our own knowledge comes from. We can be mindful in this way by
asking ourselves how we know what we claim to know. Is some piece of
knowledge a result of logical deduction? (If so, have we reasoned correctly?
How do we know that our premises are correct?) Is some piece of knowledge
a hand-me-down from others? (If so, where did their knowledge come from?
How can we be sure it is correct?) Is some piece of knowledge a result of per-
sonal experience Or observation? (If so, are we claiming to know more than
our personal experience can warrant? Is it possible that we have observed
only what we want to believe is true, or that our observations have been lim-
ited in some crucial way?)

The point of asking ourselves these questions is not to arrive at a para-
lyzing state of doubt about what we know, but to more wisely decide how
much faith to put in what we know. If we can do this, we can open ourselves
to new knowledge without fear of surrendering our minds to yet another
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fishy belief system. Being sociologically mindful, we can get a better view of
what is coming at us by way of new knowledge and where it is coming from.
We can also see what is worth catching.

The Kinds of Questions We Can Ask

All attempts to create knowledge are responses to questions, and knowledge
must be created in a way that suits the question. For example, if you asked,
«How much does this book weigh?” the proper way to get an answer is to
weigh it. How many words does it contain? Count them. Will it fly like a
boomerang? Give it the right kind of throw and observe the result. These are
empirical questions, which means that they are answerable by measuring,
counting, or looking to see what happens.

But suppose you asked, “Is the cover of this book beautiful?” What then?
You could ask ten artists for their opinions. What if seven said it was ugly,
two were ambivalent, and one thought it was beautiful? In this case no mea-
suring stick will settle the matter, because you have asked an aesthetic
question—a question about what is subjectively pleasing to the senses—and
aesthetic questions are not answerable with data. We can try to say why
something strikes us as ugly or beautiful, tasteful or crass, butno evidence or
logic will prove us right and others wrong. ‘

Here is another kind of question: Was it worthwhile for me to write this
[article], considering that 1 might have been doing other useful things with
my time? Again, this is not an empirical question, since there is no way to get
an answer by measuring, counting, or observing. Tt is a moral question, since
it calls for a judgment about whatis right to do. I could say why it seemed to
me a good thing to write this [article], but my reasons would be based on
moral precepts and on my sense of how the future is likely to unfold. There
is no data I can show, no standard analysis, to prove that my answer is right.
All T can do is to offer reasonable arguments.

There are also questions of interpretation, the most simple of which is
“What does this thing mean?” Such questions often arise when we confront
works of art. We might look at a painting or read a novel and wonder what
the writer or artist wanted us to understand. But any fact, object, gesture,
phrase, or behavior—anything that has meaning—can raise a question of
interpretation.

Sometimes we can get an answer by asking for clarification. Perhaps the
writer or artist can tell us what s/he meant (although writers and artists can't
always fully explain what their work means). Or perhaps there is expert
opinion available to help us make sense Of things. Other times there mightbe
so much ambiguity that no clear interpretation can be nailed down. All any-
one can do then is to give reasons to support the plausibility of a particular
interpretation.

You can perhaps see now that research is better suited to answering some
questions than others. It is a good way to answer empirical questions. It
can also be useful for answering interpretive questions, because we can
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sometimes dig up evidence that supports the plausibility of an interpreta-
tion. And although it is wise to search for ideas and information to help
guide our moral and aesthetic judgments, research will not tell us which
judgments are correct.

It is good to be mindful of the kind of question we are facing. Sometimes
we get into fruitless debates because we are not clear about this. There is no
point, for example, in trading opinions about the correct answer to a simple
empirical question. Are crime rates rising? Go to the library and look up the
best answer you can find. If it is the answer to an empirical question that is in
dispute, we should stop disputing and go get the answer.

Interpreting the Answers to Empirical Questions

Sometimes the answer to an empirical question can create a great deal of
interpretive trouble. For example, to ask “What are the rates of poverty
among blacks and whites living in the United States?” is to ask an empirical
question. We can look up the answers because someone else (the U.S. Census
Bureau) has already done the counting and the arithmetic. As Inoted earlier,
the poverty rate among blacks is about 30 percent and among whites it is
about 15 percent (these figures fluctuate somewhat and can also vary’
depending on how poverty is defined). But what do these figures mean?
How can'we interpret them?

I once presented these figures during a discussion of racial inequality.
The class suddenly got quiet. No one wanted to comment on the meaning
of the percentages. When I pressed for some reaction, a white student said,
#1 think no one is talking because the figures are embarrassing.” Did he mean
that the figures were embarrassing because they. pointed out a failure to
overcome racial inequality? 1 wasn't sure, so I asked him to be more explicit.
“The figures are embarrassing,” he said with some hesitation, “to black
students.” I was baffled by this. :

After further conversation, it became clear that the student who spoke
about the figures being “embarrassing to black students” saw the figures as
evidence of black inferiority. His presumption was that the poverty rate of a
group was an indicator of the capability of people in that group. 1 saw the
figures as evidence of racism and discrimination. In this case, the facts about
poverty rates were clear, but they did not speak for themselves. The same
facts lent themselves to nearly opposite interpretations. ‘

To support my interpretation, I might have said that in the United States,
millions of people, black and white, are poor because they can’t find jobs that
pay a decent wage, or they can’t find jobs at all. Sometimes the jobs available
in an area don’t match people’s skills. Or else the jobs disappear when em- -
ployers move factories to foreign countries where they can pay workers less.
And so people can end up poor, Or ‘very nearly poor, even though they are
able and willing to work.

I might have added that the higher poverty rate among blacks is a result
of factories being closed down in inner cities in the North, where a lot of the
black population is concentrated. It’s a result of schools that do not serve
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black children well. It's a result of discrimination in hiring and network ad-
vantages enjoyed by whites. In some cases, part of the problem is a lack of
marketable skills, but that’s because access to education and training is lim-
ited, not because people’s natural abilities are limited.

I might have said all this—and probably did—but was it enough to es-
tablish my interpretation as correct? Although I am sure that my statement
helped some people see why the white student’s interpretation was wrong,
others who preferred to hold onto that interpretation could point out, cot-
rectly, that T had not really proven—by anything I'd said or any evidence I'd
shown—that blacks were not inferior to whites. All T had done was to sug-
gest that “black inferiority” was not a plausible explanation—if other things
were taken into account, if those other things were true, and if no significant
counterevidence was being overlooked.

My interpretation was not, however, a matter of opinion. My interpreta-
tion was based on previously answered empirical questions. Have jobs dis-
appeared in areas heavily populated by blacks? Do employers discriminate
against blacks? Do whites enjoy network advantages when it comes to get-
ting jobs? Do schools serve black kids as well as they serve white kids? Is
there a lack of access to education and job training? With knowledge of the
answers to these empirical questions, we can determine which interpretation
of the poverty-rate figures is most likely to be correct. .. .

Mindful Skepticism

Once, during a discussion of the benefits of education, a black woman said
she was outraged to learn that, on the average, a high-school diploma was
likely to yield higher earnings (by mid-life) for a white man than a college
- degree was likely to yield for a black woman. When she said this, another
student, a white male said, “T don’t believe it. How can you possibly know
that?” Before she could answer, Isaid, “She probably read the article that was
assigned for today. If you look on page 34 in the text, you'll see a table that
shows what she’s referring to.” He paged through his book and found the
table. After studying it for a few moments, he harumphed and said, “Well,
anybody can make up numbers.”

As a teacher, I was irritated by this response, because it meant this: “No
matter what information I am presented with, if it does not suit my prior be-
liefs, if it does not make me comfortable, I will discount it, so 1 can continue
to believe what I want to believe.” An attitude like this leaves little room for
education to make a dent. I wondered why this student would bother to
study anything at all, or read any books at all, if he was so intent on being
unchanged. ‘

And yet I could not say that his attitude was entirely foolish. Numbers
are often cooked up to mislead us, and numbers can be wrong because of
honest mistakes, so it is reasonable to be skeptical of numbers, whatever the
source. Is there any way to tell w. ich numbers are right? Yes, it can be done;
it just requires training. Since most people do not have such training,
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however, it is understandable that they might say, “1 can’t tell what's right or
wrong, so I'm going to treat all statistics as hogwash.”

This is clearly not a mindful response to the situation. It is like saying,
T can’t read, so I am going to treat all books as hogwash.” It would be better
to learn to read and to learn also what is necessary to distinguish the hog
from the wash. This is hard but not impossible. What helps is being mind-
fully, rather than indiscriminately, skeptical of new information.

One of the difficulties in learning about the social world is that we must
rely on information created and filtered by others. We can’t check out every-
thing for ourselves, even if we know how. This being the case, we must pay
attention to how information (in the form of words or numbers) is created, by
whom, for what purposes. We must ask, Who stands to benefit if this infor-
mation is accepted as true? Being mindful in these ways puts us on alert
against fraud, yet it does not cut us off from learning.

We should also seek alternative views, since this can help us see the lim-
its of our own knowledge. Abit of conventional knowledge—that “Columbus
discovered America,” for instance—seems simple and true until an alterna-
tive is suggested: “Columbus launched a brutal invasion of an already pop-
ulated continent.” This is notjusta different way to describe the same events,
but a different way of seeing what those events were. If we try out this alter-
native view, we can look at what passes for conventional knowledge and see
that it is, at the very least, contestable.

What is conventional and what is alternative depends, of course, on where
you stand. A view that you consider alternative might seem conventional to
someone else. Recognizing this relativity of perspectives is part of being socio-
logically mindful. But there is more to it. Being sociologically mindful, we can
also see that these alternative perspectives create the possibility of under-
standing the world more fully, because they give us more angles from which to
view it.

Perhaps by looking for and seriously considering alternative views— -
and there are always multiple alternatives—we will eventually get closer to
a better version of the truth. Thatis something to aim for. In the meantime, it
is wise to consider alternative views because doing so can help us see how
competing versions of the truth are created. In this way we can learn more
about how others see the world, how we have come to see the world, and
what more we might see if we are willing to suffer a bit of uncertainty.

Partial Truth and Inevitable Uncertainty

The student who said, “Anyone can make up numbers,” did not want to suf-
fer uncertainty. Perhaps he was afraid that if he let go of what he already be-
lieved, he would end up lost, not knowing what to believe. He did not know
how to be mindfully skeptical.

Part of what we fear is losing what we think is the truth. If we are socio-
logically mindful, however, we know that we never possess the absolute,
complete truth. What we have is a head full of humanly-created images, rep-
resentations, and accounts that seem to pretty well make sense of the world
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as we know it. Why not stand ready, as we see and experience more of the
world, to invent or borrow new ways of making sense?

If we can admit that there is more to the world than we have yet seen ot
experienced—and more than we could see and experience in a lifetime—
perhaps we can also say to ourselves, “In anticipation of learning more about
the world, as Isurely will do, I will treat my current beliefs as provisional and
explore alternative ways of making sense of things, because one of these
ways might come in handy some day.”

To adopt this stance toward knowledge does not mean flitting from one
belief to another. It is like the deliberate movement of wading upstream in a
river. To move ahead you must take gentle steps, making sure of your foot-
ing before you shift your weight forward. You must stay flexible and lean
into the current. If you rush or lose concentration, you will end up all wet. So
you pay attention, moving mindfully when it makes sense to move.

Being sociologically mindful, we know that we never get to the whole
truth about the social world. All the truths that we invent or borrow—all the
images, representations, and accounts we come upon-—ate partial views of a
whole that is unknowable becauseitis always changinginways thatrunahead
of our ability to understand. We thus need not fear that new ideas and infor-
mation will wrest the truth from us. They might, however, give us a larger,
more complex, and unruly truth to contend with, and that canbe unsettling.

For some people it is scary to think of never being sure of having it right.
Imagining that one has it right, now and forever, is comforting. The problem,
however, is that other people see things differently, and when conflicts arise,
others will neither happily conform to the version of truth that comforts
us nor lay down their knowledge to embrace ours. And so, if we want to
understand and get along with others, we must be willing to seriously consider
their perspectives and to tolerate the uncertainty that comes with this openness.

Perpetual Inquiry and Conversation

1 have been recommending a mindful skepticism toward all knowledge—
that which we already possess and that which strikes us as new and strange.
In this way we can avoid the dead ends of nihilism (“There is no truth.
Anyone can make up aumbers. You might as well believe what you want.”)
and fanaticism (“There is only one truth and my people know it! All other be-
liefs are false or insane!”). These are dead ends because they make conversa-
tion pointless and offer no hope of resolving conflict.

A mindful skepticism toward knowledge keeps us inquiring, observing,
and trying to make better sense of things; it keeps us trying to create more
accurate, complete, and useful representations; it keeps us open to new in-
formation; and it keeps us connected to others as we try to do all this. Con-
versation is both a means to this end and an end in itself—at least it is if we
believe that it is better to try to understand others than to ignore or t0 hurt
them. Be mindfully skeptical, then, of all knowledge, including that which I
have offered in this [article]. After fair consideration, take and use what is
helpful for making sense and for keeping the conversation going.
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Curiosity, Care, and Hope

If you could live forever, would life get boring? Some people might say, “Yes,
because it would be the same old thing, day after day, forever.” But here is
another possibility: Life would get more interesting because as one learned
more about the world, one would see more complexities, more mysteries,
more problems to be solved, and more things to be done. Why might some
people see life as holding such great promise? 1 think it is because they are
full of curiosity, care, and hope.

If there is no curiosity about the nature of things and how they work,
then the world will seem like a drab backdrop against which life is endured
until it is over. If there is no care about anything outside one’s self or beyond
one’s time, then it will seem pointless to worry about things that don’t mat-
ter for getting through the day. Without hope, it will seem pointless to invest
much effort in analyzing the social wortld. So it seems that we need curiosity,
care, and hope to spark a desire to pay attention to the social world, to try to
understand it as it is, and to use this awareness to pursue change.

Sometimes the conditions of people’s lives do not inspire much curiosity,
care, or hope. There might be so much day-to-day hardship and sameness,
and so few prospects for change, that people limit their attention to each day’s
tasks and fleeting amusements. Other people might be so comfortable that
they too lose interest in critically examining the world beyond their coccoon of
privilege. Under these conditions, people are not likely to develop much soci-
ological mindfulness. Then again, perhaps the process can be turned around.
Perhaps a lesson in mindfulness can spark curiosity, care, and hope.

Being mindful that the world is a complex and mysterious place, and
that penetrating these mysteries is satisfying, ought to arouse our curiosity.
Being mindful of how our actions affect others’ experiences of joy and suf-
fering ought to encourage feelings of care. And being mindful of how human
action creates the world ought to give us hope that we can make the world a
better place. Obviously these are expressions of my own wishes, yet I have
tried to do more than put them forth as wishes.

I have tried to show how much there is to be curious about: the many
connections, patterns, contingencies, appearances, and interdependencies
that constitute the social world; all the ways that people try to solve prob-
lems together and end up creating cultural habits; the ways that some people
create social arrangements to benefit themselves at the expense of others; and
all the ways that people create the images, accounts, and representations that
make up our knowledge of social reality. We could study these matters for-
ever and always be learning something new.

I have also shown that sociological mindfulness gives us reasons for car-
ing. The more we pay attention to and understand connections, interdepen-
dencies, and contingencies, the better we can see how our ways of thinking
and acting affect others’ chances for good lives. We can see, too, that what oth-
ers think and do affects us as well. Being sociologically mindful helps us see
how this is true in a way that goes beyond what is obvious in everyday life
as we interact with others who are close to us.
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And just as we care about the others who are close to us, we can, if we are
sociologically mindful, come to care about the distant others whose lives are
intertwined with ours. At the least, we can thus see new reasons for caring
about the social arrangements that bind us to others, for better or worse.

Perhaps you are thinking, What about hope? It seems that ‘being socio-
logically mindful’ just makes us aware of how messed up the social world is.
How is that supposed to inspire hope?” Actually, mere awareness of
problems—inequalities, exploitation, the suffering of others—is not supposed
to inspire hope. It is supposed to inspire outrage and a desire to change
things. Unfortunately, when awareness of problems is combined with feelings
of powerlessness, the result is often despair.

Being sociologically mindful, however, we know that the social world
is, for all its seeming solidity, a social construction. All the ideas, habits,
arrangements, and so on that make up the social world are human creations.
We know, too, that the social world keeps going as it does because of the be-
liefs people share and because of how they keep doing things together on an
everyday basis. If we are mindful of all this, we can see that the problems that
exist now need not exist forever; they are all within our power to overcome.

Of course it will not be easy, because many powerful people benefit from
the arrangements that cause problems for so many others. There is also the
problem of changing the arrangements that are devised to keep things from
changing. Yet the possibility of change always exists, if only people can
organize to make it happen, and that is a good reason for hope.

Mindfulness can get us out of the rut of despair by reminding us that we
cannot change a society overnight by ourselves. It is silly to say, “I failed to
bring about a revolution this week, even though I tried very hard. That
proves it’s hopeless. I guess I'll give up and just march along with everyone
else.” Yet many people fall into this kind of trap. The way out is through
awareness that change requires working with others to challenge existing
arrangements and to create new Ones. We cannot do it alone.

There is no point in despairing because we cannot single-handedly
change the world. Of course we can’t. We can, however, try to find or orga-
nize others who recognize a need for change and are willing to work for it. It
is amazing how being in community with others can help alleviate the de-
spair that arises from failed dreams of heroism.

Sociological mindfulness also reminds us that we can change a small part
of the social world single-handedly. If we treat others with more respect and
compassion, if we refuse to-participate in re-creating inequalities even in lit-
tle ways, if we raise questions about official representations of reality, if we
refuse to work in destructive industries, then we are making change. We do
not have to join a group or organize a protest to make these kinds of changes.
We can make them on our own, by deciding to live differently.

Perhaps our modest efforts ‘will reverberate with others and inspire them
to live differently. Or perhaps no one will notice, or they will notice but think
we are strange. And so you might think, “If no one is going to notice that Tam
a superior moral being, then what is the point? Why bother to be different
and risk ridicule?” That is one way to look at it. Being sociologically mindful,
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however, suggests a different thought: “I cannot be sure that anything I do
will change things for the better, yet I can be sure that if I do not at least try,
then I will fail to do what I think is right and will be contributing to keeping
things the same. Therefore T will opt to do what is right, whether much or
little comes of it.”

In the end, sociological mindfulness must be about more than studying
how the social world works. It must also do more than inspire curiosity, care,
and hope—although these we cannot do without. If it is to be worth practic-
ing, sociological mindfulness must help us change ourselves and our ways of
doing things together so that we can live more peacefully and productively
with others, without exploitation, disrespect, and inequality. Sociological
mindfulness is a way to see where we are and what needs to be done. It isa
path to heartful membership in a conversation that ought to have no end.
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