
Unit 3: Methodological Perspectives 

1. Historical Method in Research 

Definition: 

The historical method in social research is a qualitative approach that involves systematically 

collecting, verifying, and interpreting evidence from the past to understand social phenomena. 

It seeks to uncover patterns, causal relationships, and contextual influences that have shaped 

human behaviour, institutions, cultures, and societies over time. This method allows 

researchers to critically reconstruct historical events and trace the evolution of ideas and 

structures. 

John Tosh – The Pursuit of History: "The historical method involves the critical examination 

of records and sources to understand past events and processes in a contextual and 

chronological framework. 

 Purpose: 

• Trace Origins and Transformations: Understand how things evolve over time (e.g., 

social institutions like family or education, political movements like democracy, or 

ideas like feminism). 

• Interpret Present Through the Past: Analyse current issues, like climate change or 

inequality, by looking at their historical roots. For example, studying past pandemics 

helps to understand public health responses today. 

• Contextual Foundation for Social Reform: Historical research can help shape 

policies by identifying past successes or failures. For example, examining the history 

of civil rights movements can guide current policy discussions on racial equality. 

• Preserve Collective Memory: History documents the experiences of people, 

especially marginalized communities, which might not be captured in traditional 

narratives. It gives voice to those often overlooked. 

• Test Hypotheses About Social Change: History offers insights into how societies 

react to crises, reforms, or economic shifts, enabling researchers to predict future 

trends. 

Key Features: 

• Primary vs. Secondary Sources: 



➢ Primary Sources: Original materials that come directly from the time period 

being studied (e.g., court cases, personal letters, speeches, photographs). These 

provide direct insight into events. 

➢ Secondary Sources: Works produced after the event by historians or analysts 

(e.g., textbooks, articles, documentaries). This help interpret the meaning of 

primary sources and provide context. 

• Chronological Orientation: Events are studied in the order they happened. This 

helps understand causality (i.e., why things happened) and consequences (i.e., how 

things changed as a result). 

• Authenticity and Bias: Not all historical records are equally reliable. Researchers 

must critically assess the authenticity of sources and be aware of biases in how history 

is written. For example, written histories from the 19th century often reflect the 

perspective of the elite. 

• Interpretation and Context: Researchers must interpret facts within their historical 

context. This means understanding not only what happened but why it happened and 

what it meant for people at the time. 

Applications in Social Research: 

• Studying the evolution of social norms, gender roles, education systems, or political 

ideologies. 

• Tracing changes in environmental policy, caste relations, or health systems. 

 

2. Comparative Method in Research 

Definition: 

The comparative method in social research is a systematic approach that involves comparing 

different societies, institutions, cultures, or groups to identify both similarities and differences. 

By examining these variations, researchers can generate generalizations about social 

phenomena, test hypotheses, and explore causal relationships. It is particularly useful for 

uncovering patterns and building sociological theories. 



The comparative method allows sociologists to transcend local or individual perspectives and 

develop broader, more universal insights into human society. 

Emile Durkheim (1897) – Suicide: "The comparative method is the foundation of all 

sociological research; it enables the researcher to distinguish the social from the individual. 

Herbert Spencer – Principles of Sociology: "Societies, like organisms, develop through 

evolution, and comparative study is key to understanding their progression." 

Purpose: 

• Develop Generalizations and Theories: By comparing different societies or groups, 

researchers can make broad claims or develop theories about universal social processes 

(e.g., family structures, education systems, or political organizations). 

• Understand Cause-Effect Relationships: The comparative method helps identify 

causal connections between variables by contrasting similar or contrasting cases (e.g., 

comparing economic development in different nations). 

• Explore Cross-Cultural and Cross-National Perspectives: Comparing cultures and 

nations allows sociologists to understand how cultural norms, values, and institutions 

differ and what factors contribute to these differences. For example, comparing the 

healthcare systems of the U.S. and the U.K. reveals the influence of social policy and 

political structure. 

Types of Comparative Studies: 

a) Cross-National Comparison: 

• Involves comparing two or more countries to understand differences in institutions, 

values, or social systems. 

• Example: Comparing the education policies of India vs. Finland to explore differences 

in school systems, student outcomes, and the role of government funding. 

b) Intra-Societal Comparison: 

• Focuses on differences within a single society, often comparing various groups (e.g., 

rural vs. urban) or social institutions (e.g., family structures across classes). 

• Example: Comparing caste dynamics in rural vs. urban India to explore how 

traditional roles and modernity intersect in different contexts. 

c) Diachronic Comparison: 



• Involves comparing the same unit (e.g., a society, institution, or group) over time to 

understand how it has evolved. 

• Example: Comparing the education system in the U.S. over the last 100 years to 

understand shifts in curriculum, access, and educational inequality. 

Advantages 

• Encourages Objectivity and Broader Understanding: By comparing different cases, 

researchers avoid focusing too narrowly on a single case or context. This broadens their 

understanding and reduces the risk of bias. 

• Helps in Theory Building and Policy Evaluation: Comparative studies provide rich 

data for building sociological theories. By testing hypotheses across various settings, 

sociologists can refine or challenge existing theories. Moreover, comparisons help 

evaluate the effectiveness of social policies (e.g., comparing poverty alleviation 

programs across different countries). 

• Useful for Testing Sociological Hypotheses Across Different Contexts: The 

comparative method is powerful in testing whether a theory holds true across different 

cultural, political, or economic environments. For example, does Max Weber's theory 

of bureaucracy apply equally well in capitalist societies like the U.S. and socialist states 

like China? 

 

3. Quantitative and Qualitative Research Approaches 

A. Quantitative Approach 

Definition: 

The quantitative approach is a research method that relies on numerical data, statistical 

analysis, and structured tools to measure and examine social phenomena. It seeks to test 

hypotheses, identify patterns, and draw conclusions that are often generalizable to larger 

populations. 

Characteristics: 

• Structured Data Collection: Surveys, experiments, structured questionnaires, or 

existing datasets. 

• Standardized Tools: Uses software like SPSS, Excel, R, or Python for analysis. 



• Objectivity: Seeks to minimize researcher bias through detached observation. 

• Generalizability: Findings can often be applied to broader populations if the sample is 

representative. 

• Replicability: Research design and results can be repeated by others. 

Advantages: 

• Large-Scale Analysis: Enables the study of large populations efficiently. 

• Clear Presentation: Results can be visualized using charts, graphs, and tables. 

• Precision and Comparability: Numerical data can be compared over time, across 

groups, or between locations. 

Example Topics: 

• Analysing literacy rates among different socioeconomic groups using national survey 

data. 

• Studying the impact of social media on youth voting behaviour using online 

questionnaires and statistical tests. 

• Measuring income inequality across urban and rural areas. 

 

B. Qualitative Approach 

Definition: 

The qualitative approach is a research method that seeks to explore human experiences, 

perceptions, and meanings through non-numerical data such as interviews, observations, 

diaries, or visual material. It emphasizes context, subjectivity, and depth. 

Characteristics: 

• Rich, Descriptive Data: Collected through in-depth interviews, focus groups, 

fieldwork, observations, or document analysis. 

• Exploratory and Interpretive: Aimed at understanding the "why" and "how" behind 

social actions. 

• Contextual Understanding: Data is analysed in relation to cultural, historical, or 

social context. 



• Researcher as Instrument: The researcher's role is active, and their interpretation 

shapes the findings. 

Advantages: 

• Depth and Nuance: Captures emotions, intentions, values, and complex meanings. 

• Theory Building: Useful for generating new theories, especially in under-researched 

areas. 

• Flexibility: Research questions and methods can evolve during the study. 

Example Topics: 

• Exploring the experiences of Dalit women in accessing higher education through life 

histories and interviews. 

• Conducting an ethnographic study of urban youth subcultures, such as hip-hop 

communities or street art collectives. 

• Understanding mental health stigma in rural communities through focus group 

discussions. 

 

Comparison: Quantitative vs. Qualitative Research 

Feature Quantitative Qualitative 

Data Type Numerical Non-numerical (words, images, 

observations) 

Purpose Measure, test hypotheses Explore, understand, interpret 

Data Collection Surveys, experiments, 

questionnaires 

Interviews, observations, field notes 

Analysis Statistical, mathematical Thematic, narrative, content analysis 

Objectivity High Lower (interpretative, subjective) 

Sample Size Large, representative Small, focused 

Flexibility Low (fixed design) High (design evolves during study) 

Generalizability Often generalizable Limited generalizability 

Output Graphs, charts, percentages Descriptions, stories, themes 

 


