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The words ‘what’ and ‘why’ neatly expose the difference between the social sciences and the natural sciences.
For the chemist they can be the same thing. When chemists have collected enough data under the right controlled
circumstances to be confident they know what happens, they also know why it happens. But when the German
sociologist Max Weber collected enough information to persuade himself that there was some strong connection
between the spread of the Puritan branch of the Protestant Reformation and the rise of modern industrial
capitalism (the ‘what’ issue), he had only begun. He wanted to know why the Puritans developed a set of attitudes
that were particularly conducive to modern entrepreneurial methods. He wanted to know why a particular set of
religious beliefs could have created a novel attitude to work and to consumption. He sought the answer in the minds
of the Puritans. In order to explain, he had to understand.

b

s interest in beliefs, values, motives, and intentions brings with it concerns unknown in the

The sociologist

natural sciences. To understand people, we need in some manner to solicit their views or accounts of what they are

doing. Furthermore, we can take the same point back one step and note that it is not just understanding that
requires some interest in motives. Even identifying the social act we wish to understand requires attention to
motives. The ways of defining when a liquid changes to a gas make no reference to its state of mind. But the actions
of people cannot be known simply by observing them. Or, to put it another way, the physical action itself is not
enough. Suppose we are interested in how people interact in public places. We sit at a table in a crowded railway
station and watch and take notes. But if we confine ourselves only to what was visible, we learn little. We note ‘man
facing platform raises arm in air and moves it from side to side’. We cannot say ‘man waves to greet incoming
passenger’, because that description gives a particular interpretation based on a guess about intention, to the
physical action. He might actually be trying to relieve a trapped nerve or restore blood flow.

For simple acts performed by people of our own culture, we can often assume we know their significance. I have
met enough people off trains to know ‘waving’ when I see it. But suppose the action involved kneeling and lowering
and raising the body with the arms outstretched. In Peking, it might be a form of exercise. In Cairo, it might be a

prayer. @In the end the only way to ascertain the meaning of the action is (by some method or another) to ask the

person 'What are you doing ?' Even the identification of actions requires some attention to intentions.

Even more so does their explanation. In one way or another, the sociologist ends up having to ask people about
their motives and intentions. @But asking and being asked are themselves pieces of social interaction. The
accounts that people give can be knowingly false: people lie. More commonly accounts are simultaneously honest

attempts to reconstruct past motives and current performances through which people pursue present interests and
(1/72)
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the two things are maybe difficult to separate.
Hi 8l : Reprinted from Sociology: A Very Short Introduction, by Steve Bruce, Oxford Publishing Limited. Copyright © 2018 Oxford

Publishing Limited. Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLSclear. —ii\Z2 8
11 THREO, @, @ZMR LA SV,

12  RAYOteE Max Weber 1. BEDOBIWIZEZ D7D EZH SN LIZ0h,  ‘what' & ‘why D5 L
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The first act of the opera Margaret Garner draws to a close with Edward Gaines, a Kentucky plantation owner,
hosting a lavish reception to celebrate the engagement of his daughter, Caroline. Feeling forgotten after a
twenty-year absence from the community, Gaines has invited the local gentry and views the celebration as an
opportunity to re-establish his family and plantation in local society. Margaret Garner, the Gaines’s household slave
and the lone servant tending the party, offers champagne to the guests. The year is 1856; the guests accept the
champagne but ignore her person entirely.

During the celebration, Gaines, Caroline, and Caroline’s fiancé engage in a public exchange on the meaning of

love. Unable to reach an agreement, Caroline turns to Margaret and asks for her view on the matter. ®Having

been the recipient of Margaret’s care and affection for nearly her entire life, Caroline feels that Margaret can

contribute meaningfully to the conversation. The guests, however, are shocked that the daughter of their host would
ask a slave to opine on the significance of love, and leave the reception immediately.

@The deference that Caroline showed to the slave was a sign not only of the questionable nature of

Caroline’s character, but of her father’s as well. Likewise, had any of the guests remained at the reception, their

characters too would have been judged by the community. Gaines, no doubt, is left enraged by the party’s abrupt

demise. While the event did indeed provide Gaines with the opportunity to establish a position for himself in the
local society, the position was much lower in status than the one he coveted.

Whether one focuses on a social gathering in the antebellum South, underwriting contests among modern
investment banks, or the invisible colleges of social scientists, at least four common patterns arise. First, actors
look to others’status as a signal of their underlying quality. In the above scene, all guests at the party rely on
status to infer who is capable of opining on love and who is not. A plantation owner who hosts an event attended
by the local social elite is assumed to have high-quality advice on the significance of love; a slave is not.

Second, an actor’s status influences the rewards that she receives. In the scene above, the primary reward is
the (positive) attention that an individual receives for contributions to the group. At the beginning of the
reception Gaines and his future son-in-law received considerable positive attention for rather simplistic theories
of the meaning of love. In contrast, no praise was given to the slave Margaret Garner for her more heartfelt

expression of love’s meaning nor for the service of champagne; she was instead completely ignored.

(1/2)
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Third, an individual’s status position is not fixed, but arises from the exchange relations between individuals.
In the Margaret Garner example Caroline lowers her status when she enters into a conversation on the meaning of
love with a slave, and in so doing lowers the status of those with whom she is associated (.e. her father). @The only

way that the father could avoid his own status being lowered would be to disown his daughter (i.e. refuse to

associate with her), and the only way that the guests could avoid their status being lowered was to leave the

party. While more implicit than explicit, there is also a fourth pattern or theme manifest in the above example:
actors are especially likely to rely on status queues to make inferences about quality when there is considerable
uncertainty about that underlying quality. Because Gaines and his daughter are essentially new to the local
community, Caroline’s ‘shocking’ display of deference to the slave is a stronger signal of her character than had she

been a long-standing member of the community.

Reprinted from The Oxford Handbook of Analytical Sociology, Peter Bearman, Peter Hedstrom, Oxford Publishing Limited.
Copyright © 2011 Oxford Publishing Limited. Reproduced with permission of the Licensor through PLS clear.
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