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Explanation and Narrative :
What Should Social Research Aim for?

Kazuo Seiyama*

M Abstract

There are everlasting arguments that emphasize the opposition of the dichot-
omy between quantitative research and qualitative research concerning methods of
social research. Recently, there has been particularly expanded a view of sociol-

s

ogy that considers itself as a “narrative,” rather than an empirical science that
strives for objective “explanations” as considered until now. From this viewpoint,
there are not a few tendencies to think that qualitative research is the appropriate
method of research in narrative—oriented sociology. This paper clarifies that such
dichotomic view is fundamentally mistaken.

The biggest cause for this dichotomic view is the natural science model
which is premised on extreme experimentalism for sociological methodology .
Both of the camps that are in opposition, namely the researchers that aspire to the
natural science model, and those that reject it, have major misunderstandings that
they commonly take for granted. Actually, as conspicuous in Durkheim’s “On Sui-
cide” which is, in one aspect, really positivistic, the success of important socio-
logical researches that have contributed to the development of sociology has been
in their “narrativeness”, rather than in following the natural science model.

Precisely, considering explanation and narrative to be in opposition is a mis-
take. The scientific explanations of the natural sciences themsselves are often nar-
rative. Indeed, in the search for the social world as a world of meaning we soci-
ologists are only able to construct from the viewpoint as researchers, a new con-
figuration of narratives that are embedded in society and social phenomena. There-
fore, we must strive for explanations and narrative at the same time for not only

qualitative research, but also for statistical and quantitative research.

*The University of Tokyo
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