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Theoretical Maturity: Ideal Type
Models as well as Turner’s Dream?

I I (Hans) Bakker, University of Guelph, Canada

1 his editor’s report Jonathan H. Turner (2001) laments the fact that many of the
Izubrnissions to Sociological Theory are not “actual efforts to theorize about a prop-
rty ot process in the world.” Therefore, | would like to begin by mndicating that
most of my work bas been about processes like “class relations™ (Bakker 1992). But,
ironically, work about the “empirical wotld™ 1s not likely to be regarded as a contri-
bution to theory. So, the dilemma for those of us who are interested in applying
theory to the study of processes “in the world” 1s that even after we “theorize” in
that way, we nevertheless have te make some arguments about “methodelogies of
theorizing” 1 order to be heard by other theorists! There 15 a bit of a catch-22
(double-bind) involved in not following the more commonly engaged in theoretical
activities like the “lustory of ideas” (Bakker 1999) or “programmatic statements”
(Bakker 1995).

In a subsequent comment, Turner (2002) indicates six trends in sociolegy of the last
thirty years: (1) hyper-differentiation, (2) anti-science, (3) political correctness, (4)
worship of the masters, (5) bad intro texts, and (6] stale debates. He stresses the need
to have msighttul theories about “generic soaal processes” (GSP%) and “generic
forces” {GF%). Much of his argumentis correct. His analysis of what ails sociology,
particularly sociological theory, 1s cogent, but his sclution can be regarded as a bit
too narrow. | would like to suggest that part of the difficulty with Turner’s solution
to the six problems he identifies 1s encapsulated by his statement: “If my dream
were pursued, sociclogy would be a much smaller discipline, but it would be a
natural science...” Since most of my work has not been onented toward construct-
ing socolegy as a natural science I would like to defend an egually valid strategy:
sociolegy as an empincally-based, comparative and lustorical discipline which uses
Ideal Type Models and [erstehen to study limited ranges of times (t-n) and clearly-
designated “spaces” (s-n}.

[tis probably true that if sociolegy were pursued principally from a natural science
methodolegical approach, it would be a much smaller discipline. I would like to
buefly argue for a different strategy. The basic 1dea 1s to make socology “theoreti-
cally mature” by recognizing that very little of what we are most interested in as
sociologists actually lends itself to a natural science approach.

I say this despite the contention by Willer (2002) that “there 15 a movement for the
development of sociclogy as a science” | have no argument with Willer’s excellent
attempt to go beyond “systematic empiricisiy™ (Willer and Willer 1973). Nor would
I deny that it is possible to use the “expenimental” approach of natural science (1.e.,
the Hypothetico-Deductive Method) to study social structures. | wish all those in-
volved n the Group Process meetings success! But what [ do want to say, loudly
and cleatly, 15 that research “theory™ 1s not just the “method” of the natural science
approach. A good “science” approach will require “theory” rather than just “sys-
termatic” or “abstracted” empiricism. But, it is also true that sociclegy does not have
to be liumited to a physical or natural science approach to be heurnstic. Hence, my
position 1s that both Turner and Willer over-emphasize the natural science approach,

to the detriment of an equally valuable approach: Ideal Type Models and ersieben.

Most socielogists, 1 fact, do not study
“hurmnan nature” by “ignonng the distract-
ing complexities of a society’s ‘content’
and ‘uniqueness’...” (Tumer, Beeghley and
Powers 2002: 345)." A theoretically ma-
ture sociology could also include and em-
phasize the importance of Ideal Type
Models of Comparative and Histonical
Contexts. It could begin to view a “mod-
ern hermeneutic” type of Terstehen (Dil-
they 1996} as central rather than penph-
eral to many methods and research re-
sults (Freund 1978: 149-52, 164-86). The
study of complexities of uniqueness in
time and space using historical and clas-
sificatory Ideal Type Models (Turner et
al 2002: 195-99) could be viewed as just
as unportant as efforts at transcending
time and space through natural scientific
laws. To fully grasp the methodological
mmportance of [deal Type Models (ITM%)
1t 1s necessary to consider “real types” and

Real Type Models (RTM).

What 1s a “real type”? The question 1s not
often asked. In science a real type is not
necessarily something concrete and par-
ticular, like:“This specific chair you are
sitting mn right now.” Instead, the “real-
ity” of the type is due to the existence of
that type, at least hypothetically, for all
Time and all Space. It is truly “generic.”
Take the elements in the Penodic Table
as examples. Such elements as Hydrogen
and Uranium are considered “real types”
because they are considered to exist for
all Time (T-u) and all Space (S-u} in the
“universe.” We have few “real types” in
sociology and many of our variables (as
used in correlation-based techniques) are
much more “fuzzy” than is usually ac-
knowledged (Ragin 2000:3-17, 165-71,
189-98).

That tuns against the grain because it 1s
commonly assumed that the I'T {(and I'TM]
15 associated primarily or even exclusively
with Max Weber. If we re-evaluate the
methodological status of Max Weber’s
IT% and ITM’s we can regard Weber’s
key ideas concerning “ideal” versus “real”
in terms of a significant alteration in our
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thinking about science. Although [ agree
with Turner that “worship” of the found-

ers as i they were saints 1s counter-pro-

ductive, it 1s nevertheless sometimes 1m-
portant to carefully re-exarmine our “ex-
egetical motifs” (IQugel 1997). Recent
work en Weber (e.g. Ringer 1997, Drys-
dale 1996} can be helpful, for example,
in over-comung some subtle biases in 1n-
terpretation of Weber’s approach.

The “smaller discipline” that Turner
dreams about would involve the formu-
lation of true natural science laws which
are empirically valid for all Time and all
Space for the relevant “universe” (i.e, for
all of human history on earth for the last
100,000 vears ot so, or at the very least
for all of the known literate societies on
earth). Anything else would involve sped-
fication of historical and spatial context.
An Ideal Type generalization mught be
valid for a broad range of histonical time
(tn) and a wide vanety of geographical
settings (s-n). But that does not necessar-
ily make it fully “generic.” For example,
it1s quite possible that complex, indust-
alized societies in Western Europe (s-n)
have exhibited many of the features of
suicidal behavior that Durkheim dis-
cusses, at least for the last few hundred
years (t-nn). But there 15 nothing 1 Durk-
heim’s famous text that clearly specifies
that the same Generic Social Processes
(GSPs) also occur in China in the 10
century or India in the 2* century. Durk-
heim’s “science” 1s not based on natural
science “laws™ in any direct and obvious

manimner.

None of this denies the unportant idea
that “social facts” must be studied as
“things,” m the sense that such social facts
are external to the individual. Butitis im-
possible for Durkhein’s formulation of
the contrast between Roman Catholic and
Protestant suicides to immediately cover
the situation mn other complex sccieties
(e.g. Indonesia) at other times in history
(e.g. the eighth century). A Hindu-Bud-
dhist civilization (Majapahit) is not stmi-
lar enough to nineteenth century France
to warrant a covering “law” of anomic

ot egoistic swaide.

However, when we reconceptualize
Dutkheimn’s Suicide as Methodologically
parallel to Weber’s (2002) Protestant Ethic
then a clearer comprehension of the gen-
eralizations found in Dudkheirn’s study
emerges. Just as the term “Protestant
Ethic” refers first and foremost to one
tine and place (essentially seventeenth
century Northwestern Europe), the term
“anomuc suicide” also refers first and
foremoest to one tune and place (nine-
teenth century France; see Durkheim
1951: Appendices I, 1I, IV, V and VI;
Appendix 111 refers to Central Eurcpe).

One possible conclusion 1s that sociologl-
cal theory should not be limited to the
discovery of “generic” aspects of being
human in sodeties. The discovery of ge-
neric, trans-historical and trans-spatial
(cross-cultural) “laws” would be very use-
ful. But at the same time we can also take
the noticn of Cross-Cultural, Compara-
tive and Histonical Seciology (CHS) meoere
seriously. Ideal Types and ITM’s which
are lirmited to empirically-based generali-
zations about a range of times and places
(e.g, seventeenth century England) are not
generic and do not cenform to the “natu-
ral science” approach. Butitis not strictly
just a questicn of the science versus the
non-science approach. We can still build
causal models. But we will not have true
laws, applicable to “real types.” Nothing
stmular to the Laws of the Periodic Table
ot the Laws of Thermodynamics 15 Zkey
to emerge directly from a study of a de-
pendent variable in terms of longitudi-
nal data for twenty industrialized coun-
tries (s-n) over a one hundred year pe-
ood (t-n). The “law” would require much
broader empirical mnvestigation to be es-
tablished as a true scientific law.

Although itis commmonly represented that
way, the Ideal Type is not necessanly just
one of many “toels” in the tool chest of
qualitative research methods, along with
“content analysis” and “partictpant cbser-
vation,” etc. Instead, it 1s reasonable to
consider the Ideal Type (and I'TM) as a
central methodological insight applicable

to sophisticated quantitative as well as
qualitative research. Generalizations based
on I'T% and ITM’ cannot be “universal”
(for all T-u and S-u) but they can be em-
pirically valid and reliable (for a range of
t-n and s-n). They cannot be the basis for
the kind of natural science based on
“laws” concermng “real types,” but that
does not mean they are not “social scien-

tific” (wissenschaftlich).

If the argument presented here is funda-
mentally flawed then it can be falsified.
For example, if natural science laws are a
significant part of sociology today (or
logically in the future) then it should be
possible to mdicate such laws. Perhaps
the Group Process approach will pan out
in that manner. But my dream of the fu-
ture of sociology is not a much smaller
discipline, based exclusively or even
mainly on such laws. | can see the impor-
tance of that dreamn (and I suspect that
pethaps some clues may be found in
evoluticnary psychology and cognitive
scence). The truly “genenc” aspects of
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Responses to
“Blaming
Postmodernism”

What implications, if any, do the Sep-
tember 11 attacks have on the past,
present, and future of postmodern
thought? Does being a
“postmodernist” or “cultural relativ-
15t” mean that you can’t condemn ter-
rorism with any moral authority?
These are among the many questions
that Richard Rorty, Benjamin Barber,
David Novak, Cass Sunstein, Will-
1am Galston, and others address in
the next issue of The Responsive Com-
manity (Summer 2002) when they re-
spond to Stanley Fish’s essay, “Blam-
ing Postmodernism.” You can order
The Responsive Cormmmnity by visiting
http:/ /www.gwu.edu/~ccps/teq/
index.html, calling 1.800.245.7460, ot

emailing cornnet@gwu.edu.




