Understanding Herbert Blumer’s Methodological Project

Daniel Pasch

A literary disclaimer:  The following is not a paper in the usual academic sense of the term.  I think of it as a “thinking piece” which I will develop gradually into a paper as the project progresses and my findings and conclusion solidify.  The primary purpose of this thinking piece is to store and organized my thoughts regarding the project for my own use.  As I am the sole intended audience of the piece other readers will not always find proper grammar, effective transitions, informative topic sentences or concise reasoning presented in a confident manner.  Therefore let the reader beware.

My Larger Project

Understanding Herbert Blumer’s methodological writings is a small part of a larger endeavor in which I am engaged.  This larger endeavor is the study of the history of symbolic interactionists.  Symbolic interactionists are scholars in the fields of sociology and social psychology who adhere in some manner to the ideas of symbolic interactionism.  Thus, while I aim for an institutional history of interactionists rather than an intellectual history of interactionism, it is necessary to understand interactionism in order to understand the interactionists. 

Brief Description of SI

Symbolic interactionism is a term that was coined by Herbert Blumer in 1937.  He used it to denote a general type of theory, research and methods carried out by certain scholars in sociology and social psychology.  After Blumer invented the term it became a label that several scholars in these fields used to identify themselves within the larger intellectual frameworks of their disciplines.  In the early 1970s the term was further used to denote a specific community of scholars organized into the Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction (SSSI).  This society organized and funded a quarterly newsletter (SSSI Notes), a quarterly journal (Symbolic Interaction), an annual convention, and an annual symposium (The Couch-Stone Symposium).  The society was begun by several scholars from the University of Minnesota and Iowa.  Since that time the society has attracted scholars from several different universities and colleges; schools in Minnesota, Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Nevada, Arizona, and California being the most prevalent today.  Each different geographic region tends to bring with it its own intellectual heritage and projects.  They are unified by a diverse set of intellectual interests and assumptions; perhaps the one thing common to them all is an emphasis on the study of meaning and interpretation in human life and social conduct.

Importance of Blumer & This Project

Many of these different traditions existing under the umbrella of symbolic interactionism do not trace their own intellectual lineage back to Blumer.  But all would regard him as an important figure in the founding of the loose set of perspectives which fall under the term he coined.
  Given Blumer’s general importance in the history of interactionism it is important to understand his writings.  

Blumer began producing academic publications in 1928 with the completion of his dissertation Method in Social Psychology.  Blumer would continue to write a variety of critical essays, theoretical papers, and empirical studies until his death in 1987.  His purely methodological statements though ended with his “methodological position statement” published in 1969.  By methodological statements I mean all of the articles and books which Blumer published on the proper methodology of scientific inquiry.  For Blumer the term methodology comprised more than a certain set of analytical techniques; “methodology embraces the entire scientific quest and not merely some selected portion or aspect of that quest.” (Blumer, 1969: 23)  The set of publications that I consider to fall within this category are:

· 1928: Dissertation - Method in Social Psychology

· 1931: Article - “Science Without Concepts”

· 1938: SSRC Report - An Appraisal of Thomas and Znaniecki’s “The Polish Peasant”
· 1940: Article - “The Problem of the Concept in Social Psychology”

· 1948: Article – “Public Opinion and Public Opinion Polling”

· 1954: Article – “What Is Wrong with Social Theory?”

· 1956: Article – “Sociological Analysis and the ‘Variable’” 

· 1969: Book - Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method
I have decided to focus on Blumer’s methodological writings because together they have significantly shaped the conceptions of science by subsequent interactionists and have greatly influenced interactionist methodology as well as ethnographic and qualitative research more generally in sociology through the development of grounded theory.  Although I will not deal much with grounded theory in this paper, its connection to Blumer’s methodological writings is important.  Grounded theory was developed by Glasner and Strauss and today serves as one of the most widely used approaches to ethnographic and qualitative research in all of sociology.  Grounded theory is built directly out of the “naturalistic method” that Blumer outlined in his 1969 position statement.  Therefore, I believe that an understanding of Blumer’s methodological project will set the foundation for a more historical understanding of modern qualitative research as well as an important piece of interactionism.

My Argument

I will argue that an examination of Blumer’s methodological writings reveals that Blumer was attempting to create what David Maines would later call, “a science of interpretation.”  In this attempt Blumer early on identified what he thought was the primary obstacle to the creation of a science of interpretation: what I will call the “arbitration problem.”  As I will show, the ways in which Blumer tries to work around this problem change over the decades.  At the heart of his solution though is the development of a process of scientific conceptualization that I believe is initially borrowed from the epistemological arguments of Heinrich Rickert and combined with Blumer’s ontological extension of the arguments of George Herbert Mead.  It is this process of conceptualization that grounded theory is later built on.  If I am correct than much of modern qualitative research is a historical importation of the epistemology of Rickert and the ontology of Mead.

A Science of Interpretation

The term “science of interpretation” captures the main thrust of Blumer’s methodological project in its final form.  Both science and interpretation need to be unpacked though in order for us to achieve a clear understanding of what this term means when applied to Blumer’s writings.

Blumer best explicates his image of science and the proper method of scientific inquiry in his dissertation, which will be described in more detail below.  The important point for now is Blumer’s notion of objectivity and its importance to science.  As we will see, Blumer uses objective in two different ways and it is important to be clear about what sense of objective is meant in each case.  In his dissertation Blumer defines objective experience as those experiences which meet three conditions:  (1) The experience must be durable and repetitive – not transitory and ephemeral. (2) The experience must be accessible to others – in common. (3) Must be transmissible by discourse – an object of common indication and identification. (Blumer, 1928: Footnote on p. 6)  Blumer’s argument is that science can only deal with such objective experience.  Experience that is not rendered repetitive, common, and communicable cannot be treated scientifically.


Blumer’s notion of interpretation builds on two related premises that he came to adopt by the time he wrote his methodological position statement in 1969.  The first is an ontological premise.  Blumer argued that his mentor, George Herbert Mead, had definitively shown that the vast majority of social interaction is symbolic.  The consequence of this position was a view of the social world wherein the majority of individual and group action was mediated by a process of interpretation.  Blumer argued that mainstream sociology, which tended to adhere to a stimulus-response or reflection model of behavior, was mistaken.  Human action was not simply the determined product of external forces or structures acting upon the individual.  Instead, individuals and groups continually attended to the contexts of their situation, interpreted those contexts, and selected a plan of action based on that interpretation.  The interpretative process between external stimulus and individual response was therefore not neutral.  

This ontological premise led Blumer to a methodological premise.  That all social research must recognize the importance of this interpretative process and develop methodologies and techniques to capture it.
Thus, the term “science of interpretation” stands for Blumer’s attempt to render the content of the interpretative process repetitive, common, and communicable so that it can be examined through scientific inquiry.
Blumer’s Dissertation and SSRC Appraisal

Before I move on to the problem of arbitration and Blumer’s attempted solution I need to give a brief description of his 1928 dissertation and his 1938 SSRC appraisal.

In 1928 when he completed his dissertation, Blumer had not yet begun to explicitly pursue a science of interpretation.  Rather, Blumer’s primary project in his dissertation was to show that social psychology was a science like physics or biology.  He did this by arguing for a limited unity of science. According to Blumer, science is composed of three “phases.”  These phases are the functional, the logical, and the technical.  The term phase is misleading, for Blumer doesn’t argue that scientific inquiry proceeds through these phases like steps in a sequence, rather the phases are meant as analytically separate characteristics of all science.  Crudely, the function of science is to provide an economy of thought by simplifying an infinitely complex reality through the identification of universals.  The logic of science is hypothetico-deductive
, and the techniques of science are whatever tools of inquiry that effectively identify the universals in the particular domain of that scientific field.

Blumer argued that all sciences share the same function and logic.  This commonality is what makes a field of study a science.  All sciences though must differ in their technique since techniques depend on the nature of their different domains.  Thus Blumer critiques the tendency of social scientists to uncritically adopt the quantitative measures of certain natural sciences like physics and biology in the study of their own social domain.  This argument for a limited unity of science allows Blumer to claim that social psychology is also a science without tying him to the particular tools of the natural sciences.  Although in his dissertation Blumer does not explicitly argue that social psychology must be a science of interpretation, in his discussion of the domain of the field he shows that he is already thinking in this direction.


I believe that Blumer first explicitly adopts the project of a science of interpretation ten years after his dissertation when he writes his appraisal of Thomas and Znaniecki’s The Polish Peasant.  In their book, Thomas and Znaniecki separated the social world into two kinds of phenomena, objective and subjective phenomena.  Objective and subjective phenomena differ in that the latter are invested with meaning while the former are not.  I believe that the modern distinction between meaningless behavior, blinking, and meaningful action, winking, corresponds to the distinction drawn by Thomas and Znaniecki.  It should be noted then that the term objective is here being used in a different sense than it was in Blumer’s dissertation.  Here objective phenomena are those without meaning, this should not be conflated with Blumer’s argument in his dissertation that science can only deal with objective experience.  Blumer does not take the behaviorist track that science should constrain itself to the study of non-subjective behavior.


In their monograph Thomas and Znaniecki made two arguments concerning these separate kinds of phenomena.  First, that social psychology must be able to scientifically deal with both kinds and second, that the object of social psychology is to identify the causal relations invariably linking certain objective phenomena with certain subjective phenomena. 


In his appraisal of the book Blumer accepts the first argument but rejects the latter.  Blumer explicitly states, for the first time in his methodological writings, that social psychology must capture not only the objective factors of the social world but also the subjective factors.  Given Blumer’s conception of science as given in his dissertation though, scientific experience must be objective, thus Blumer’s methodological project becomes how to objectively treat the subjective. The problem then that Blumer faces is how to render meaningful subjective phenomena capable of repetition, accessible to others, and communicable – a science of interpretation.  Blumer appraises The Polish Peasant according to how well its methods accomplish this. 

The Arbitration Problem


I argue that it is in this appraisal of the methods of The Polish Peasant that Blumer first identifies what I call the arbitration problem and takes it to be the primary obstacle to a science of interpretation.

The distinct aspect of the The Polish Peasant is its use of what were then called “life documents.”  These included letters, diaries, and written life histories of Polish peasants.  In the extensive “Methodological Note” that begins the monograph Thomas and Znaniecki claim that the use life documents is key to effectively capturing the subjective aspects of the social world.  Thus in appraising how well The Polish Peasant scientifically handles the subjective, Blumer is already led to conduct the appraisal in terms of the usefulness of life documents.


The first finding that Blumer reports in his appraisal is that the authors did not treat the documents as they reported they had.  Thomas and Znaniecki claimed that the conclusions of their monograph were the product of an inductive examination of the life documents.  Blumer argues instead that the authors approached and interpreted the documents with a prior theoretical scheme already in mind, which necessarily shaped their conclusions.  Blumer states that another scientist, reading through the same documents but with a different theoretical perspective could very well come to completely different conclusions than had Thomas and Znaniecki.  Although Blumer finds the two guilty of deduction he does not fault them for this.  As early as his dissertation Blumer argues strongly against pure induction and claims that some apriori scheme must guide all scientific investigation.  The problem is thus not deduction.


But, Blumer asks, given two interpretations of the same data could a third scientist arbitrate between the two interpretations and objectively decide which is correct and which incorrect.  Blumer finds that a third scientist could not.  This problem of arbitration is what Blumer finds to be the most troubling aspect of Thomas and Znaniecki’s work and believes that it is a serious dilemma to all attempts to scientifically treat subjective phenomena invested with meaning that can only be interpreted.

A key assumption made by Blumer is that the arbitration problem extends only to studies of the subjective aspects of social life.  He attributes the act of interpretation and the resulting arbitration problem only to the use of human documents and potentially with all attempts to study the subjective factors of human experience.  He identifies two components to the problem that interpretation of life documents introduces.  Although he nowhere uses these terms I think that the two components he identifies are underdetermination and theory-ladeness.  

[Underdetermination] It would follow that the validation or invalidation of many theories and views has to be done by means other than the use of specific experiences.  Such means as those of logical criticism, relation to other theories and bodies of fact, and the use of a mass of general experiences (as is done in supporting the theory of culture against the doctrine of instinct) seem to be those which are commonly employed.  Specific accounts of experience serve, apparently, only to make clear the nature of interpretation. [Theory-ladeness] The point suggested here (as applied to human documents) may be stated extremely in the declaration that a document has value only in terms of the theory with which it is interpreted, but that the validity of the theory usually cannot be determined by the document… (Blumer, 1938: p. 78)

He refers to this problem of arbitration as a dilemma facing all of social science.  On the one hand a proper social science must deal with the subjective factors of human life.  But on the other hand that nature of those factors seems to guarantee that any knowledge of them cannot be adequately justified.

Proper Conceptualization as Solution


In a footnote to the passage where Blumer summarizes the dilemma facing a science of interpretation he identifies what he believes to be the root problem.
  The root of the problem of arbitration is ill-defined concepts which do not allow a precise, agreed-upon, and correct interpretation of subjective data. 

To understand how well defined concepts could possibly solve the problem of arbitration we have to individually examine the six methodological writings of Blumer that deal with concepts in science.  We will see that Blumer’s thinking about concepts changes slightly through each publication leading him to a very different position in 1969 than he had begun at in 1928.

· 1928: Dissertation - Method in Social Psychology

· 1931: Article - “Science Without Concepts”

· 1938: SSRC Report - An Appraisal of Thomas and Znaniecki’s “The Polish Peasant”
· 1940: Article - “The Problem of the Concept in Social Psychology”
· 1954: Article – “What Is Wrong with Social Theory?”

· 1969: Book - Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method
1928: Dissertation - Method in Social Psychology

In Blumer’s discussion of the function of science he borrows heavily from the writings of the philosopher Heinrich Rickert’s and his image of the world.  Like Rickert, Blumer argues that the world is infinitely complex and heterogeneous.  The task of science is to simplify the complexity of this reality.  Blumer argues that simplification is accomplished through a process of conceptualization, which separates the relevant from the irrelevant.  The results of such conceptualization are universal categories and “instrumental relations.”  The isolation of universals is the unique province of naturalistic science.  The key problem then for all sciences according to Blumer is how to isolate the universal and separate the relevant from the irrelevant given that the effectiveness of a science is directly related to the accuracy of its universals.

Later in his discussion of the logical phase of science Blumer comes back to the topic of universals and concepts in his discussion of classification in science.  Blumer argues that the correct form of classification in science is “natural classification,” which groups instances according to what we may now call natural kinds.


In his dissertation Blumer seems to be asserting that the world can be divided up into real and essential categories and that it is the job of the scientist to discover and describe these.  This position is evident in his continued use of universals as synonymous with concepts, his repeated argument that science produces an economy of thought by separating the relevant from the irrelevant, and his argument that classification can and must follow natural.


If we apply this to the problem of arbitration, the line of argument would seem to be that we need to identify and isolate the important universals in social life.  Equipped with an understanding of these universals Blumer would seem to assume that interpretation of subjective data would not be problematic, particular instances found in the data would be straightforwardly assigned to certain universals and the identity of the instance with the universal would be commonly agreed upon by scholars.
1931: Article - “Science Without Concepts”


Three years after the publication of his dissertation in his article “Science Without Concepts” Blumer ceases forever to use the term universals and talks only of scientific concepts which he holds are an essential part of all scientific inquiry.


In this article we receive a more pragmatic take on concepts and their role in science.  Conceptualization, Blumer argues, works to overcome obstacles to perception and thus free blocked activity.  Echoing Mead, Blumer asserts that activity in science is blocked when an exception to a previously held concept is discovered. Thus conceptualization is a continual affair in science and concepts are forever evolving.


This article shows two developments in Blumer’s thinking.  First, he seems to be backing off from his more thoroughly realist position about concepts as universals in his dissertation.  Second, this article shows that by this time Blumer is beginning to pin the problems of social science on vague concepts.

1938: SSRC Report - An Appraisal of Thomas and Znaniecki’s “The Polish Peasant”
Given his emerging focus on the concept as the possible culprit behind the problems of social science Blumer is therefore ready by 1938 to read the problem of arbitration he finds in his appraisal of Thomas and Znaniecki as a problem of concepts unique to the social sciences.  Blumer’s position in the appraisal seems to be that if the third scientist attempting to decide between two competing interpretations of subjective data were armed with better concepts than that scientist would be able to judge which interpretation of the data was the correct one.

1940: Article - “The Problem of the Concept in Social Psychology”


What a better concept would look like can be inferred from Blumer’s discussion of bad concepts two years later in his article, “The Problem of the Concept in Social Psychology.”  A bad concept according to Blumer is a vague concept.  Vague concepts do not allow a definitive identification of particular observed instances with abstract conceptual classes.  By preventing such identification vague concepts prevent the scientist from deducing the expected observable instances from their theoretical set of abstract concepts.  Unable to deduce the consequences of his or her theory, the scientist is therefore unable to test that theory and its concepts through observation of particulars.

In this article Blumer also reassumes that this problem of concepts and arbitration is unique to the subjective domain of the social sciences.  Objective features of human experience, such as non-symbolic gestures and interaction are not plagued by this problem.  But, in order to develop a true social science this obstacle must be overcome.

The majority of the article is devoted to debunking the usual ways that social scientists have attempted to overcome this problem of vague concepts.  According to Blumer these attempts either violate the proper method of science or ignore the necessity of dealing with the subjective factors of human experience.  After criticizing all other attempts to overcome vague concepts Blumer begins to offer his own.  While in this article his own solution is entirely undeveloped and restricted to a few paragraphs in the conclusion, it does foreshadow the path he will take in subsequent writings.  Blumer’s first thoughts on the solution in this article are simple.  Blumer begins to argue that in order to overcome vague concepts social scientists need to immerse themselves in close observation of the real world rather than stand back in their offices and probe reality through impersonal techniques like surveys.

1954: Article – “What Is Wrong with Social Theory?”


By 1940 the general position of Blumer seems to be something like the following:  Subjective data requires subjective interpretation on the part of the scholar.  Competing interpretations cannot be adjudicated via evidence alone, as that evidence is subjective, therefore we have an arbitration problem.  We would not have this problem if we could escape interpretation by establishing firmly defined concepts which allow all researchers to agree into which concept a certain instance of data would fit.  Firmly defined concepts would seem to be possible if only researchers would crawl out from their offices and study the social world firsthand. 


This general argument though undergoes significant revision in Blumer’s most famous article, “What Is Wrong with Social Theory?”  In the beginning of the article Blumer argues that the problem with social theory is that it is divorced from the observable world and empirical test.  He claims that this separation is due, once again, to vague concepts, which do not allow researchers to deduce observable consequences from their theories and thus test them against empirical instances. The implication in previous articles was that this problem could be overcome by developing definitive concepts.  In this article Blumer is explicit about his previous position.

The beginning of the article is therefore a continuation of the argument he made in 1940.  Yet, from there he begins an important shift in his thinking.  He starts this shift by pointing out that common injunctions that theorists need to get out of their armchairs and investigate the real world is not sufficient.  To a certain degree then, Blumer is critiquing his own argument in 1940 which called for a simple enrichening of experience.  Simply advising social scientists to be more empirical is not sufficient in Blumer’s eyes because the problem of concepts goes deeper than simply poor methodological practice.
  


In this article Blumer shifts, or nuances, his previous argument by pointing out that more careful study will not solve the problem of vague concepts. Rather, Blumer more thoroughly embraces his thinking in 1938 by arguing that the source of vague concepts may be endemic to the subjective aspect of the social world.  Blumer therefore considers, in this article, the possibility that definitive concepts may not be achievable within or applicable to the social sciences.

Instead, Blumer argues that the central concepts of the social sciences are not definitive concepts but what he now terms, ‘sensitizing concepts.’  They are sensitizing in that they do not provide strict definitions which allow the researcher to unproblematically assign every instance to a particular category.  Rather, it simply gives the researcher a sense of how observed instances may fit within their conceptual categories. Thus, whereas definitive concepts clearly delineate between the instances of different classes, sensitizing concepts, like vague concepts, do not.

Embracing his argument from 1938, Blumer argues that definitive concepts are not possible when dealing with the subjective social world.  But he goes further in this article by arguing that definitive concepts are not even appropriate to the study of the social world.  This is because the social world is an empirical world of unique instances wrapped within particular contexts. In dealing with the social world we cannot cleave away the particularities of each instance.

With these assertions Blumer is in some ways repudiating the position he took in his dissertation where he maintained that even in the social sciences, the job of the scientist is to hew away the irrelevant and leave only the universal.  Blumer still argues that the purpose of science is to establish classes and relations between classes, but he no longer argues that these classes must be of homogeneous instances sharing a particular identity. In his dissertation Blumer had written, “As soon as we cease to detect homogeneity in heterogeneity, we must expect no further mental economy.” (Blumer, 1928: 17)  In “What Is Wrong with Social Theory?” Blumer argues that concepts in the social sciences must not be restricted to identical and homogeneous instances but must capture the heterogeneity and distinctiveness inherent in instances of human experience.

Definitive concepts are unable to meet this requirement.  Only sensitizing concepts can retain the uniqueness of the particular instances of a concept and capture the heterogeneity of the social world.  Thus Blumer rejects the path toward definitive concepts he had previously appeared to be heading down and instead turns toward sensitizing concepts.

This has implications for his approach to the problem of arbitration.  In 1938 Blumer had argued that the act of interpretation was an obstacle to effective science that had to be overcome through definitive concepts allowing a third scientist to unproblematically assign particular instances to certain classes.  Now though Blumer is arguing that such interpretation is unavoidable to a science that must deal with the unique through sensitizing concepts.  Blumer now argues that we can only infer from the evidence provided.  Since the evidence in the social world is unique and distinctive the concepts to which we infer to must be loose, capable of capturing shades of variation in the instances for which they stand.  Since instances are not definitive, neither can the social scientist’s concepts.

Blumer argues though that this embrace of sensitizing concepts neither undermines the scientific nature of the social sciences nor limits the products of their inquiry.  Blumer argues that even sensitizing concepts can be communicated
 – therefore objective in Blumer’s opinion – and they can be tested
 – a cardinal requirement in Blumer’s image of science.  

In 1954 Blumer appears to be arguing that sensitizing concepts can meet his previous requirements of objectivity because they can be communicated and experienced in common.  The only difference is that they are not communicated and shared via precise definitions but in a manner similar to Thomas Kuhn’s idea of exemplars are transmitted – illustrations sharing a family resemblance that are passed on to the student until he somehow understands something of the meaning of the concept.

Sensitizing concepts he argues are also capable of testing.  The problem with this assertion is that in none of his methodological writings does Blumer explicitly lay out a theory of testing.  Before 1954 he seems to hold that the process of testing is a matter of determining whether or not a particular instance falls within an abstract concept. This leads critics such as Martyn Hammersley to label Blumer’s epistemology as a “look and see empiricism.”  The scientist out to test his hypothesis simply goes out into the world and determines whether the observed phenomena match his definition of his theoretical class.  

Given that in 1954 he rejects the possibility of such unproblematic identification he must also reject his previous notion of testing.  Yet, as far as I can determine he offers nothing up in its stead.  What he begins to do in 1954 and will due continually in his final 1969 statement is to simply repeat the word “careful” endlessly whenever he is led to talking about testing.
  

I am left with the feeling that by 1954 Blumer has given up on much of his initial position.  He no longer thinks that concepts are universals or that they represent natural kinds.  He no longer believes that concepts in the social sciences can be definitive and thus he seemingly must also give up on his idea that proper concepts could do away with subjective interpretation and thereby solve the arbitration problem.  We will see in his final statement that he retains his ontological view of the social world as interpretative, his methodological injunction that the techniques of science must therefore capture this interpretative process, that concepts are in some way at the heart of this, and that firsthand knowledge of the world is the only way to arrive at knowledge.

1969: Book - Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method

The majority of Blumer’s 1969 book is a reprinting of many of the articles considered here.  The first chapter though is an original “position statement” which Blumer uses to provide his final and most mature development.  The first half of the statement is a listing and description of the three premises of symbolic interaction and several of what he calls interactionism’s “root images.”  Together these make the argument that all of social life is a product of individuals fitting their lines of action together, that reified entities such as social structure are neither external to or autonomous from individual interactions.  Furthermore, all interactions and thus all social life is interpretative.  Therefore any study of the social world, whether it is a micro study of social psychology or a macro study of the functions of society, must develop a process of inquiry that recognizes the interpretative characteristic of social action and is armed with techniques designed to scientifically capture content of that interpretative process. 


The last half of his position statement is Blumer’s attempt to outline such a science of interpretation, what he calls a “naturalistic science.”  As many others have pointed out though, this outline is nowhere near complete and does not offer the reader a substantial enough basis to conduct Blumerian naturalistic research.  

Blumer divides naturalistic science into two phases: the exploration phase and the inspection phase.  The exploration phase is what provides the research with a firsthand experiential knowledge of the domain under study and shapes the prior scheme which they will begin their study.  Without the familiarity with the subject matter that Blumer argues exploration brings the social scientist will necessarily approach his or study with unwarranted and conceptions of what he or she will find and will not hold these conceptions as provisional and therefore subject them to testing.  Blumer argues therefore that exploration accomplishes two goals:  first, it provides the researcher with firsthand knowledge of their subject; second, it serves as the empirical grounding which anchor his or her data, analytical relations, and interpretations.
  Exploration cannot be tied to any particular technique, method, or other manner of investigation.  It is a flexible enterprise that can only be marked as a “careful and honest probing.”

Blumer claims that the result of exploration is a full description of the phenomena under study that serves as the foundation for further work.  This further work is the second stage of naturalistic science: the inspection phase; if exploration yields description than inspection yields analysis.  The purpose of inspection is to subject the researcher’s analytical concepts to examination of the empirical world.
  Again this seems to proceed by identifying the observed instances with abstract concepts.
  The procedure of inspection is no less flexible and no less vague than the procedure that Blumer had given for exploration.  He likens inspection to the examination of a strange physical object, “we may pick it up, look at it closely, turn it over as we view it, look at it from this or that angle, raise questions as to what it might be, go back and handle it again in the light of our questions, try it out, and test it in one way or another. This close shifting scrutiny is the essence of inspection.” (Blumer, 1969: 44)


By the end of his methodological thinking this is where Blumer has found himself.  His argument amounts to an injunction to be careful and creative in one’s study of the natural world.  As such his conclusion to his final and most mature development of his methodology is a three sentence passage:

My conclusion, in contrast to the undue length of this essay, is indeed brief. It can be expressed as a simple injunction: Respect the nature of the empirical world and organize a methodological stance to reflect that respect. This is what I think symbolic interactionism strives to do. (60)

My Ending Thoughts


Blumer begins with a more robust image of science and a relatively well-developed vision for a method of inquiry.  He takes seriously throughout all of his writings the idea that science must respect the empirical world.  Borrowing his ontology from George Herbert Mead, Blumer is led to believe that the nature of the social world is thoroughly interpretative.  What is therefore interesting is that in attempting to respect the social world and create a science of interpretation he is immediately confronted with the problem that science too is interpretative.  He attempts at first to tackle this problem by arguing for definitive concepts that would strip out the act of interpretation.  I believe that his move away from this position is in large part due to the tension involved in maintaining that all social activity is interpretative while trying simultaneously to create a non-interpretative activity of science.  From 1954 on, Blumer seems to have given up trying to develop a method of inquiry that avoids interpretation and the subsequent arbitration problem.  Yet at the same time he is unable to throw up his hands and deny any epistemic privilege to science.  He therefore ends his methodological writings 20 years before ending his research career.  Moreover, he ends those writings with a scheme of inquiry that amounts to little more than a vague notion of careful, hands-on scrutiny.


Therefore I believe what is more interesting is not Blumer’s statement in 1969 which is a weak end to his methodological project, but is instead how Blumer’s focus on concepts as the building block of theory and science comes to be picked up and well developed by Glasner and Strauss into grounded theory, which itself will serve as the basis for a great deal of qualitative work in sociology.


To progress then I believe that my study must get beyond Blumer’s own writings along two directions.  First, I must shift the study backward to incorporate the writings that came before Blumer, which he himself most often cites – Mead, Dewey, and Rickert.  Second, I must incorporate the subsequent writings on grounded theory by Glasner and Straus and the multitude of other scholars who have since extended that form of inquiry.  I wonder if, unbeknownst to most qualitative researchers, thanks to Blumer much of the qualitative work in sociology is some manner of synthesis between the ontology of Mead and the epistemology of Rickert.

Evidentiary Quotations

� NOTE TO SELF: The term symbolic interactionism as a Blumerian sensitizing concept itself?


� NOTE TO SELF: Hypothetico-Deductive is a poor term to capture his argument as by 1969 Blumer will be arguing sharply against this method as commonly practiced by other sociologists, but not against his own variant.


� NOTE TO SELF: Is this the correct use of the terms underdetermination and theory-ladeness?





� [Thomas’] interpretation may be plausible and even self-evident to one who holds the theory from which the interpretation stems; to another who has a different theoretical framework, a different interpretation may seem to be more telling and true.





This suggests that the deficiency of human documents as a test of interpretation is due in large part to the nature of the act of interpretation.  To interpret is to apply concepts or categories, and it seems that such interpretation in the instance of the human document, as in that of any human experience, is so much a matter of judgment that categories that are congenial and self-evident to one, readily fit the experience.  Perhaps this need not always be true; it does seem, however, to represent the status of the interpretation of human experience, especially so, on the more abstract levels.





It would follow that the validation or invalidation of many theories and views has to be done by means other than the use of specific experiences.  Such means as those of logical criticism, relation to other theories and bodies of fact, and the use of a mass of general experiences (as is done in supporting the theory of culture against the doctrine of instinct) seem to be those which are commonly employed.  Specific accounts of experience serve, apparently, only to make clear the nature of interpretation. The point suggested here (as applied to human documents) may be stated extremely in the declaration that a document has value only in terms of the theory with which it is interpreted, but that the validity of the theory usually cannot be determined by the document… (Blumer, 1938: p. 78)





…This whole situation suggests something in the nature of a dilemma.  On the one hand, the study of social life seems to require the understanding of the factor of human experience.  This subjective aspect must be secured, as Thomas and Znaniecki show.  Studies which confine themselves to ‘objective factors’ remain inadequate and one-sided.  Yet the identification of the human experience or subjective factor, seemingly, is not made at present in ways which permit one to test crucially the interpretation.  Identification and interpretation remain a matter of judgement. (Blumer, 1938: p. 79)





� Part of the difficulty comes from the fact that the categories employed are left undefined, or else are defined in an imprecise manner.  Consequently, one is at a loss to identify the details of experience that would permit one to determine whether or not the category fits.  The application of the category is a matter of judicious judgment rather than of decisive test. (Blumer, 1938: Footnote on p. 78)





� A natural classification which seeks to group things according to ‘natural’ similarity are valuable just because they may lead to the derivation of significant laws.  The criterion of ‘naturalness’ let us add, seems to consist merely in the thoroughness of the identity between the members of a class.” (18)





� To speak of science without concepts suggests all sorts of analogies-a carver without tools, a railroad without tracks, a mammal without bones, a love story without love. A science without concepts would be a fantastic creation. (Blumer, 1931: 515)





� When experiment is pushed into new domains along the line of the concept, one must expect to encounter new facts which, in turn, require a revision of conception and so of the content of the concept. Scientific concepts have a career, changing their meaning from time to time in accordance with the introduction of new experiences and replacing one content with another. (Blumer, 1931: 524)





� I suspect that the milling and halting condition of our own science does not come directly from the inadequacy of our techniques, as almost everyone contends, but from the inadequacy of our point of view. The effort to rescue the discipline by increasing occupation with method and by the introduction of precision devices is, I venture to suggest, working along the wrong direction. Perhaps, like other sciences in the past, we await a conceptual framework which will orientate our activities into productive channels. (Blumer, 1931: 528)





� Perhaps the outstanding obstacle to an unqualified testing of their theory is that which plagues most of social science, i.e., the absence of definite guides or rules which would enable one to ascertain positively that a given datum is an instance of a given concept and so deserves its application. (Blumer, 1938: p. 61)





� It is trite to point out that concepts which are vague and unclear are an immediate obstacle to effective scientific research and to the attainment of rigorous knowledge. (Blumer, 1940: 707)





Difficulty, however, arises in an attempt to identify every instance that should come within the scope of the concept and in being able always to distinguish it from the instances that should not come within the scope of the concept. In other words, the concepts do not allow precise identification or differentiation. (Blumer, 1940: 709)





For such concepts introduce a gap between theory and empirical observation and likewise do not allow for rigorous deduction. The vagueness of the concept means that one cannot indicate in any clear way the features of the thing to which the concept refers; hence, the testing of the concept by empirical observation as well as the revising of the concept as a result of such observation are both made difficult. Because of this difficulty in effective validation such concepts are conducive to speculation in the unfavorable sense of that term… (Blumer, 1940: 707)





It might be pointed out, further, that this condition of imprecise conceptualization lies at the heart of the scientific difficulties of such a discipline as social psychology. (Blumer, 1940: 708)





� In the observation of human conduct one kind of item that the observer can detect and identify readily is what can be called the physical action-such as moving an arm, clenching the hand, running, cutting with a knife, and carrying some object. Such kinds of activities can be directly perceived and easily identified; designations or descriptive accounts of them can be readily verified. (Blumer, 1940: 714)





Being capable of effective validation, they do not become the cause of disputation. Indeed, they satisfy so nicely the need for verifiable data that one can readily sympathize with the behavioristic desire to limit observation to this sort. If all human conduct could be described by this kind of observation, and if our concepts denotatively referred to such descriptions, there would be little difficulty in having precise concepts in social psychology. (Blumer, 1940: 714)





� The answer to the problem, in my judgment, is to come not by changing the character of observation or by narrowly reducing the range of observation or by lowering its level but by improving the kind of observation that has to be made to handle the problems represented by our abstract concepts. This last remark is something more than a mere platitude. For it means the need for an enrichening of experience which will make it possible for observers to form more dependable judgments in those observations which give us our trouble. I don't think that there is any short-cut way of arriving at the formation of such judgments; it has to be done in the slow and tedious manner of developing a rich and intimate familiarity with the kind of conduct that is being studied and in employing whatever relevant imagination observers may fortunately possess. (Blumer, 1940: 719)





Many of the primary and basic observations of human conduct are necessarily a matter of judgment and inference. The answer to the problem is not to repudiate such observations but to improve them by enriching the experience of observers so that more dependable judgments may be made. (Blumer, 1940: 707)





� If the crucial deficiency of social theory, and for that matter of our discipline, is the ambiguous nature of our concepts, why not proceed to make our concepts clear and definite? This is the nub of the problem. The question is how to do this. (Blumer, 1954: 5)





� These three lines of deficiency in social theory suggest that all that is needed is to correct improper preoccupations and bad working practices in theorizing. We hear repeatedly recommendations and injunctions to this effect. Get social theorists to reduce drastically their preoccupation with the liter�ature of social theory and instead get in touch with the empirical social world. (Blumer, 1954: 4)





These are nice injunctions to which all of us would subscribe. They do have a limited order of merit. But they neither isolate the problem of what is basically wrong with social theory nor do they provide means of correcting the difficulties. (Blumer, 1954: 4)





There have been and there are many able and conscientious people in our field, alone, who have sought and are seeking to develop social theory through careful, sometimes meticu�lous preoccupation with empirical data �Robert E. Park, W. I. Thomas, Florian Znaniecki, Edwin Sutherland, Stuart Dodd, E. W. Burgess, Samuel Stouffer, Paul Laz�arsfeld, Robert Merton, Louis Wirth, Robin Williams, Robert Bales and dozens of others who equally merit mention. All of these peo�ple are empirically minded. All have sought in their respective ways to guide research by theory and to assess their theoretical propo�sitions in the light of empirical data. (Blumer, 1954: 4)





� There still remains what I am forced to recognize as the most important question of all, namely whether definitive concepts are suited to the study of our empirical social world. To pose such a question at this point seems to move in a reverse direction, to contradict all that I have said above about the logical need for definitive concepts to overcome the basic source of deficiency in social theory. (Blumer, 1954: 7)





� A definitive concept refers precisely to what is common to a class of objects, by the aid of a clear definition in terms of attributes or fixed bench marks. This definition, or the bench marks, serve as a means of clearly identify�ing the individual instance of the class and the make-up of that instance that is covered by the concept. (Blumer, 1954: 7)





A sensitizing concept lacks such specification of attributes or bench marks and consequently it does not enable the user to move directly to the instance and its relevant content. Instead, it gives the user a general sense of reference and guid�ance in approaching empirical instances. (Blumer, 1954: 7)





� I take it that the empirical world of our discipline is the natural social world of every-day experience. In this natural world every object of our consideration-whether a person, group, institution, practice or what not-has a distinctive, particular or unique character and lies in a context of a similar distinctive character. I think that it is this distinctive character of the empirical in�stance and of its setting which explains why our concepts are sensitizing and not defini�tive. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





In handling an empirical instance of a concept for purposes of study or analysis we do not, and apparently cannot meaningfully, confine our consideration of it strictly to what is covered by the abstract reference of the concept. We do not cleave aside what gives each instance its peculiar character and restrict ourselves to what it has in common with the other instances in the class covered by the concept. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





In other words, what is common (i.e. what the concept refers to) is expressed in a distinctive manner in each empirical instance and can be got at only by accepting and working through the dis�tinctive expression. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





� If our empirical world presents itself in the form of distinctive and unique happenings or situations and if we seek through the direct study of this world to establish classes of objects and relations between classes, we are, I think, forced to work with sensitizing concepts. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





� This apparent need of having to make one's study of what the concept refers to, by working with and through the distinctive or unique nature of the empirical instance, instead of casting this unique nature aside calls, seemingly by necessity, for a sensi�tizing concept. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





� The point that I am considering may be put in another way, by stating that seem�ingly we have to infer that any given in�stance in our natural empirical world and its content are covered by one of our con�cepts. We have to make the inference from the concrete expression of the instance. Be�cause of the varying nature of the concrete expression from instance to instance we have to rely, apparently, on general guides and not on fixed objective traits or modes of expression. To invert the matter, since what we infer does not express itself in the same fixed way, we are not able to rely on fixed objective expressions to make the inference. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





� It should be pointed out, also, that sen�sitizing concepts, even though they are grounded on sense instead of on explicit ob�jective traits, can be formulated and com�municated. This is done little by formal definition and certainly not by setting bench marks. It is accomplished instead by exposi�tion which yields a meaningful picture, abet�ted by apt illustrations which enable one to grasp the reference in terms of one's own experience. (Blumer, 1954: 9)





� Does it mean that our field is to remain forever in its present state of vagueness and to forego the possibilities of improving its concepts, its propositions, its theory and its knowledge? This is not implied. Sensitizing concepts can be tested, improved and refined. Their valid�ity can be assayed through careful study of empirical instances which they are presumed to cover. Relevant features of such instances, which one finds not to be covered adequately by what the concept asserts and implies, become the means of revising the concept. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





Such greater difficulty does not preclude progressive refinement of sensitizing con�cepts through careful and imaginative study of the stubborn world to which such con�cepts are addressed. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





Actually, all that I am saying here is that careful and probing study of occurrences in our natural social world provide the means of bringing sensitizing concepts more and more in line with what such study reveals. In short, there is nothing esoteric or basically unusual in correcting and refining sensitizing concepts in the light of stubborn empirical findings. (Blumer, 1954: 8)





� Current methodology gives no encouragement or sanction to such direct examination of the empirical social world. Thus, a diligent effort, apart from the research study one undertakes, to see if the empirical area under study corresponds in fact to one's underlying images of it, is a rarity. Similarly, a careful independent examination of the empirical area to see if the problem one is posing represents meaningfully what is going on in that empirical area is scarcely done. Similarly, an independent careful examination of the empirical area to see if what one constructs as data are genuinely meaningful data in that empirical area is almost unheard of. Similarly, a careful identification of what one's concepts are supposed to refer to, and then an independent examination of the empirical area to see if its content sustains, rejects, or qualifies the concept, are far from being customary working practices. And so on. (Blumer, 1969: 32; emphasis added)





� Exploratory study of human group life is the means of achieving simultaneously two complementary and interknit objectives. On the one hand, it is the way by which a research scholar can form a close and comprehensive acquaintance with a sphere of social life that is unfamiliar and hence unknown to him. On the other hand, it is the means of developing and sharpening his inquiry so that his problem, his directions of inquiry, data, analytical relations, and interpretations arise out of, and remain grounded in, the empirical life under study. (Blumer, 1969: 40)





� This is not a simple matter of just approaching a given area and looking at it. It is a tough job requiring a high order of careful and honest probing, creative yet disciplined imagination, resourcefulness and flexibility in study, pondering over what one is finding, and a constant readiness to test and recast one's views and images of the area. It is exemplified among the grand figures of the natural sciences by Charles Darwin. (Blumer, 1969: 40)





� The procedure of inspection is to subject such analytical elements to meticulous examination by careful flexible scrutiny of the empirical instances covered by the analytical element. The empirical instances are those that appear in the area under study; their careful flexible scrutiny is done in the context of the empirical area in which they take place. (Blumer, 1969: 44)





� It seeks, instead, to identify the nature of the analytical element by an intense scrutiny of its instances in the empirical world. (Blumer, 1969: 45)
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