Forms and Problems of Validation
in Social Anthropology*

by Willzam ]. McEwen

SociAL ANTHROPOLOGY in the United States has been
viewed as a subfield of cultural anthropology from
which it is distinguished generally in terms of relatively
distinctive theoretical orientations and interests (Tax
et al. 1953:223) Another element of this distinctive-
ness that has received less attention concerns method-
ology. Social anthropologists have tended to take
seriously Fortes’ claim that it is “reasonable to suppose
that human society exhibits regularities consistent with
those found in the rest of nature and that these can be
discovered by the same procedures as have been used
to discover what are called laws of nature” (Fortes
19534:35). What constitutes these “same procedures”
is a question that has been given many answers and has
even spawned its own cadre of scholars. Few of the an-
swers have had great practical value for research in
social anthropology.

A more extensive, sustained attempt to translate this
general scientific orientation into research and re-
searchable ideas appears to be developing in social
anthropology on both sides of the Atlantic (Vogt 1954;
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Beattie 1955). Such efforts face formidable obstacles as
the philosophers have documented so fully (Neurath
1944; Toulmin 1953; Gibson 1960). However, the re-
wards of succes can be expected to be commensurate.

Social anthropology as a science strives for theoretical
understanding (Radcliffe-Brown 1952:2). Such under-
standing requires the creation of a formal system of
terms with specified properties and rules for relating
the terms, which system can be shown to fit some field of
experience. Of the many problems implied in this com-
pressed statement of science-building, a central one is
fitting theories to experience, or empirically evaluating
theoretical ideas. The importance of this element does
not require emphasis here, for contemporary anthro-
pology has a well-known “factual” bias, not to say
theory phobia. This characteristic can also be detected
in research in social anthropology. Yet the manipula-
tion of data for the purpose of evaluating empirically
the validity of theoretical ideas is a problem area that
has largely been ignored.”> Few research reports indicate
what has been done to research data between the point
of collection and the printed report. Fewer specify at
all adequately the problems inherent in how their data
have been marshaled in support of theoretical ideas,
a shortcoming which may importantly influence the
value of the research conclusions.

Assigning empirical import to theoretical proposi-
tions has been called confirmation (Hawkins 1958:133—

1 This review has benefited from comments made by Professor
Abraham Edel and Mr. Peter Nemenyi from the viewpoints of
their respective disciplines, philosophy and statistics.

2 This, like so many other problems in social anthropology, was
long ago recognized by Radcliffe-Brown (1931:157). Referring to
the influence of the investigator’s personality on his research, he
wrote: “A remedy, not perhaps perfect but very valuable, will lie
in the development of a technique or methodology of interpreta-
tion, whereby the validity of a particular interpretation can per-
haps be demonstrated by crucial facts or at any rate tested in such
a way as to reduce, if not eliminate, the effects of the personal
equation. The elaboration of this technique is one of the problems
that faces us at the present time, one of the urgent needs of our
science.”
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34). Social anthropology as a science must also deal
with the problems of confirmation in order to appraise
the worth of its research findings. In order to focus at-
tention on certain limitations of research conclusions
in social anthropology, only a limited case of confirma-
tion will be considered, namely, determining the em-
pirical validity of propositions.®

Most empirical research in social anthropology offers
some degree of confirmation for theoretical ideas, but
less research has succeeded in validating, or actually
establishing theoretical ideas as empirically correct.
Two questions have been selected to. introduce the
problem of validation in terms appropriate to the cur-
rent situation in social anthropology+ What forms does
validation take in social anthropological research?
What are some of the problems that limit the effective-
ness of a given form of validation?

Research that is directly or by implication aimed at
improving our understanding of social behavior dis-
plays a complexity and variation not easily overcome
by the most zealous classifier. Any relatively large series
of research reports is likely to vary greatly in the ex-
plicitness with which the research problem is stated, in
the scope of the problem, in the complexity of the the-
oretical formulation, in the presentation of data, and
so on. Behind this bewildering complexity, however,
lies a relatively simple scientific thought model. The
theoretical problem of the scientist is to develop con-
cepts and propositions relating the concepts.* Valida-
tion requires that the empirical correctness of the prop-
ositions be demonstrated (Kemeny 1959:85).

As a general formulation, establishing empirical va-
lidity requires that two conditions be met. The first is
presentation of data that show the relation specified by
the proposition to be real and not an artifact of un-
reliable observation, fortuitous circumstances, or simi-
lar misleading or unstable occurrences. The second is
presentation of data that establish the relation as de-
terminate. Many events occur in a highly correlated
manner which have no determinate relation or de-
monstrable influence on one another. The first condi-
tion is met by demonstrating that variation of one part
of the relation is reflected systematically by variation
in the other. The second condition is met by excluding
all other possible sources of influence, i.e., by control
of conditions that are extraneous to the specific relation
being studied (Goode and Hatt 1952:74).

As a provisional basis for discussion, three forms of

3 The justification for using a narrower definition of confirma-
tion as assigning empirical validity to theoretical ideas is not only
to emphasize the imbalance that social anthropology reveals when
viewed in these more stringent terms but also to emphasize the
problems that must be solved if more valid research results are
to be attained. The continuing problem for every science is to
create the most stringent tests possible for its theoretical proposi-
tions (see Wisdom 1952:53—57).

4 The problems of concept formation and of assessing the em-
pirical significance of concepts are of central importance to social
anthropology. The variety of research reports bearing on these
problems and appearing in the past decade are too great in num-
ber and in scope of the issues raised to be included in this brief
review.
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data-handling for purposes of validation have been dis-
tinguished from research reports in social anthropology
published primarily in the past decade. These are zllus-
tration or case analysis, comparison or type analysis,
and testing or statistical analysis.® In the following dis-
cussion each of these forms of validation is described
and illustrated, the limitations of each discussed, and
some assessment made of their respective advantages.

. The emphasis throughout is on working procedures of

the researcher rather than on general methodological
issues. The goal is to improve understanding in social
anthropology, not in the philosophy of science.® Fi-
nally, some possibilities for overcoming the limitations
of validation due to inadequate data and/or in-
adequate techniques for analysis of data are considered.

THE USE OF DATA AS ILLUSTRATION:
CASE ANALYSIS

In the early stages of development of a science, ac-
cording to Hempel (1958:41), the emphasis is on the
search for generalizations that will relate the more or
less observable aspects of the phenomena of study in
contrast to the increasingly abstract, more embracing
formulations of well-developed sciences. Even at the
lower levels of science, however, it is the linking of low-
order abstractions-as it is the linking of higher order
abstractions at the higher levels-that affords the possi-
bility of genuine explanation.

Illustration, comparison, and testing represent in-
creasingly systematic and formal uses of data to evalu-
ate hypothetical relations empirically. As might be ex-
pected, most problem-oriented research papers in social
anthropology fall in the case analysis category. The
basic distinguishing feature of this category is that,
while a variety of data may be presented relevant to one
or more ideas, these data do.not permit any evaluation
of the relational statements proposed, because neither
of the two validating conditions is met. It is for this
reason that data presented in such reports must be con-
sidered illustrative, which, of course, is of real value in
itself. The value is heuristic, however; illustrative data
donot provide evidence for the validity of ideas offered.

5 As a typology, discussed more fully in the section on Type
Analysis, this is a crude approximation of certain features of the
reports examined, which permits highlighting limited aspects of
these complex data. The typology has been constructed primarily
with the two conditions of empirical validity in mind. The typo-
logical approach promotes the creation of sharp distinctions where
finer tools of analysis might reveal a gradual progression. Atten-
tion in this review is restricted to empirical problems of valida-
tion. The equally important set of theoretical problems is quite
disregarded. This plus the typological approach has made possible
a simplification of a very heterogeneous set of reports. By ignoring
the variety in form and scope of the explicit or implicit proposi-
tions, important differences in confirmation in the general sense
are probably concealed. On the other hand, as an initial com-
mentary that is not likely to end with this review, such procedure
points up certain distinctions rather clearly that would otherwise
likely be obscured.

% For a related effort that discusses different types of explanation
in social anthropology, see Beattie (1959).
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