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Abstract. The current paper presents the results of a national survey of 190
full-time members of Canadian sociology departments to examine the state of
the discipline in 2014-15. The paper focuses on the extent of epistemological
diversity in an effort to answer two key questions. First, what intellectual per-
spectives prevail among Canadian sociologists and, along these lines, does
any particular perspective hold greater prominence? Second, what might ex-
plain the variation in the epistemological stances most commonly endorsed?
The evidence reveals a preponderance of critical and feminist scholars, which
can be explained in large measure by considering the social locations of socio-
logical practitioners. The results of a logistic regression model confirm that
gender, generation, geography, and disciplinary genre are significant predict-
ors of critical and critical-feminist orientations. A discussion of qualitative
responses fleshes out the dominant themes that Canadian scholars expressed
in their survey responses.

Keywords: epistemology, Canadian sociology, survey, paradigms, critical-
feminist core

Résumé. Le présent article présente les résultats d’une enquéte nationale menée
aupres de 190 membres a temps plein de départements de sociologie canadiens
afin d’examiner 1’état de la discipline en 2014-2015. L’article met I’accent sur
I’étendue de la diversité épistémologique dans un effort pour répondre a deux
questions clés. Premiérement, quelles perspectives intellectuelles prévalent-
elles chez les sociologues canadiens et, en ce sens, une perspective particu-
liere occupe-t-elle une place plus proéminente? Deuxiémement, qu’est-ce qui
pourrait expliquer la variation dans les positions épistémologiques les plus
couramment adoptées? L’analyse révele une prépondérance des chercheurs
critiques et féministes, ce qui peut s’expliquer en grande partie en tenant en
considération les positions sociales des sociologues. Les résultats d’un modéle
de régression logistique confirment que le genre, la génération, la position
géographique et la catégorie disciplinaire sont des prédicteurs significatifs
des orientations critiques et critique-féministes. Une discussion des réponses
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qualitatives analyse les thémes dominants que les chercheurs canadiens ont
exprimes dans leurs réponses a I’enquéte.

Mots-clés: épistémologie, sociologie canadienne, enquéte, paradigmes, noyau
critique-féministe

INTRODUCTION

"'lJ'*he editors launched the Canadian Journal of Sociology (CJS) in 1975
as an inclusive scholarly publication to reflect the increased intellec-
tual pluralism within the discipline. The journal’s founders explained that
they “deliberately invited sociologists with a wide range of theoretical
and methodological persuasions to serve as associate editors” (Ericson
et al. 1975: vi). The journal thereby aimed to embrace epistemological
diversity as opposed to the perceived positivistic hegemony of leading
U. S. publications. Such an approach resonated quite well with a genera-
tion of sociologists who had honed their intellectual chops during the
1960s and as the academy’s doors opened up to a more heterogeneous
professoriate and student population.

By the 1970s, scholars acknowledged the epistemological and theor-
etical pluralism within the discipline, rooted in a range of philosoph-
ical assumptions that sociologists espoused (Ritzer 1975; Turner 2001).
While Canada continued to draw heavily upon European and American
sociological approaches, the publication of Canadian academic jour-
nals, the institutionalization of independent departments of sociology,
the soaring growth of Canadian higher education, and the establishment
of Ph.D. programs helped foster a degree of intellectual indigenization
(Clark 1975; Hiller 1980; Helmes-Hayes and McLaughlin 2009). Sev-
eral macro-sociological, feminist, critical, and interpretive scholars as-
cended to prominence within Canada, ensuring a variegated discipline
infused with distinctive Canadian perspectives (Felt 1975; Smith 1975;
Clement 1977; Clark 1979; Hiller 1979; Luxton 1980). The subsequent
emergence of post-modernist critiques and cultural studies sounded the
death knell for any presumptions of a monolithic approach to social sci-
entific analysis (Morrow 1991; Nielsen 1991; Andrew 1995).

The ensuing theoretical and methodological potpourri has gener-
ated much discussion regarding disciplinary divisions (see Haynor and
Varacalli 1993; Bakker 2011), as well as the degree to which Canadian
sociology should maintain a certain intellectual autonomy in the face of
globalization (Curtis and Weir 2002; Platt 2006; Michalski 2008; Gin-
gras 2010; Matthews 2014). Yet only limited empirical work has inves-
tigated these issues. The current paper, therefore, draws upon a national
study of Canadian sociologists to examine two questions. First, what
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constellation of epistemological perspectives prevails among Canadian
academicians currently teaching in sociology departments, as indicated
by their self-described methodological, theoretical, and paradigmatic
orientations? Second, what might help explain the variation in epistemo-
logical stances most commonly endorsed?

THE SocioLoGicAL CONTEXT OF EPISTEMOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

Science as a truth system has evolved as philosophers have deconstructed
core assumptions and logics, historians have documented key develop-
ments, and practitioners have refined their methods for investigating real-
ity.! One dominant narrative consists of the metaphysical struggle to rec-
oncile the Kantian and Cartesian tensions between objective and subject-
ive reality. The ontological and epistemological issues involve normative
discussions as to the validity of various representations of reality and the
ideal strategies through which a cumulative body of knowledge should
be generated (Fuchs 1993; see Giri 2006). Much of the debate has cen-
tered on specifying criteria upon which universal scientific truth claims
might be established as distinct from non-scientific claims. Yet no such
Archimedean fulcrum exists from which to gaze upon the social world to
evaluate the absolute quality of truth claims, even within science—which
some view as socially constructed (Cole 2006) or as essentially another
literary genre (Rorty 1991).

The epistemological problem cannot be settled through empirical
assessment. In fact, Rosenberg (1986: 341) has argued that the “purely
epistemological exploration of the strengths and weaknesses of alterna-
tive theories of knowledge will neither come to any philosophical con-
sensus, nor will it advance social science in the slightest.” Rather, as
Fuchs (1993) explains, competing epistemologies underscore the com-
mon beliefs of different groups who claim to be engaged in science. He
argues epistemologies should be characterized as social ideologies that
inform scientific practices, deriving from the various sets of ontologi-
cal and methodological assumptions that practitioners share (see Latour
1987).2 By sociologizing epistemology, then, one arrives at a rather dif-
ferent question compared to the usual philosophical concerns: what ex-

1. The contours of the main arguments can be found in selected prominent
works such as Popper (1934), Gouldner (1970), Feyeraband (1975), Rorty
(1979), Laudan (1990), and Fuller (1993).

2. Collins (2000: 252) defines epistemology as “an overarching theory of know-
ledge (of) the standards used to assess knowledge or why we believe what we
believe to be true.” Paradigms refer to conceptual frameworks used to inter-
pret the knowledge produced, while methodologies refer to the mechanics of
how one conducts research within particular scholarly traditions.
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plains the variable nature of epistemological views held by social science
practitioners??

Regardless of one’s perspective, the social sciences have been sub-
jected to substantial reevaluation over the past half century, as schol-
ars hold myriad views as to what constitutes a sociological science.*
Since epistemological assumptions always underlie theoretical claims,
disputes about valid disciplinary knowledge and how that knowledge
should be generated are inevitable (Abend 2006; Nash and Wardell
1993). As Patricia Hill Collins (2000: 254) has noted, social groups
observe and experience the world differently based upon their distinct
social locations: “Just as the material realities of powerful and dominat-
ed groups produce separate standpoints, these groups may also deploy
distinctive epistemologies or theories of knowledge” (see Smith 2005).
As a result, the efforts aimed at epistemological unification as the solu-
tion to intellectual fragmentation have not been highly successful.®

The evidence instead confirms that intellectual diversity has pre-
vailed for decades within Canadian sociology. In 1985, the Canadian
Review of Sociology and Anthropology published a thematic issue to
assess theoretical developments in the aftermath of the Canadianiza-
tion movement (see Cormier 2004, 2005). The issue included articles
by prominent scholars who each presented an historical excursus of
six paradigms: political economy (Marchak 1985), structuralism (Rich-
ardson and Wellman 1985), feminism (Eichler 1985), phenomenology
(O’Neill 1985), critical theory (Morrow 1985), and quantitative or pos-
itivistic analysis (Hunter 1985). The editor acknowledged that while
not exhaustive of Anglo-Canadian paradigms (Québécois sociology
was covered in a subsequent volume), these frameworks represented
the most eminent perspectives at that time (Jackson 1985). While some
critics have bemoaned intellectual fragmentation (Collins 1986; Turner
1989; Turner and Turner 1990; see Phillips 2001), Canadian sociolo-

3. Mannheim ([1929]1966: 265) described the “the social conditioning of
knowledge,” or, within a Heideggerian framework, all knowledge has a social
character (see Tanesini 1999).

4. Space constraints limit detailed critiques of these epistemological orienta-
tions and the fierce intellectual debates that have challenged science as a truth
system (Ashman and Baringer 2001).

5. Hence Puddephatt and McLaughlin (2015: 327) have argued in favour of
maintaining a multi-paradigm sociology, despite the tensions embedded in
various aspects of knowledge production: “(I)t is better to celebrate differ-
ences rather than striving for conceptual convergence.” They conclude their
incisive analysis with an entreaty “to embrace the social, political, ontologic-
al, epistemological, theoretical, and methodological diversity of Canadian
sociology” (p. 329).
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gists in general have embraced disciplinary flexibility and theoretical
pluralism (Jackson 1985; McLaughlin 2014; Puddephatt and Mc-
Laughlin 2015).

Indeed, epistemological heterogeneity has only increased as theor-
ies derived from critical, feminist, postmodernist, cultural studies,
standpoint, and intersectionality logics (among others) have prolifer-
ated. The many approaches to knowledge production present a clas-
sificatory challenge to anyone mapping the intellectual landscape, as
any cartographic approach will yield criticism. The disagreements stem
mainly from differences in the epistemological stance one uses to inter-
pret evidence. Truth claims are always linked to one’s epistemological
foundation.’

TyrPoLOGIZING EPISTEMOLOGIES

The mélange of intellectual views reflects various sociohistorical
forces that have affected academia. Table 1 offers a brief outline of sev-
eral key assumptions, aims, and logics of five common epistemological
frameworks in the social scientific literature. The typology parallels
Neuman’s (2006: 105) work in part by identifying differences in onto-
logical assumptions, the nature of valid empirical evidence, explana-
tory logics, the evaluation of truth claims, rationales for conducting
research, and the role of human values in doing research.” Selected
influential source materials associated with each framework are refer-
enced in the table’s final row.

6. Abend (2006: 28) notes “the epistemological assumptions of one’s own
claims, the language in which they are written can be said to performatively
support a certain way of doing science.” In the current study, many partici-
pants inquired as to my intellectual persuasion, or noted that they would have
framed the issues differently or chosen an altogether different methodology.

7. The characterizations stem from the review of the philosophical and
sociological literatures and discussions with academicians. As the survey
responses shall demonstrate, most scholars have a reasonably clear sense of
their own epistemological positions, even if disagreements persist on some
of the specifics or different linguistic devices might be used to convey one’s
position.
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While by no means a definitive outline of the epistemological ter-
rain, the typology highlights two key arguments: 1) whatever one’s
orientation(s), the core assumptions vary substantially; and 2) academi-
cians of different epistemological stripes nonetheless claim to be stak-
ing out scientific or otherwise legitimate knowledge claims. Disciplin-
ary divisions exist because sociological communities disagree as to “the
criteria through which they discriminate between true and false claims,
their definition of what constitutes knowledge, (and) their understanding
of what an acceptable theory should look—that is, their epistemological
assumptions” (Abend 2006: 2).

The five approaches include an array of theoretical orientations that
are contested within the parameters of each framework. For example,
while advocates of pure sociology (Black 1995) and those who prefer the
rational choice perspective (Coleman 1990) employ radically different
explanatory strategies, both fall squarely within a positivist epistemo-
logical framework.® Black (1995: 830), for example, states directly that
“I am a scientist. I study variation in reality. As a theoretical sociologist,
I seek to order variation in social reality.” Black (1995: 847) asks that
his work be judged through a scientific lens, insisting critics should “(t)
ell me something relevant to what I am trying to accomplish—something
scientific.” Coleman’s (1990: 18) arguments are more abstruse, but he
insists that “the theoretical aim of social science must be to conceive of
(individual) action in a way that makes it rational from the point of view
of the actor.” Despite their analytic differences, both theorists favor the
development of quantifiable propositions and testable models to exam-
ine social behavior.

Those who prefer an interpretive approach start from a different
ontological position, emphasizing the hermeneutic aspects of the hu-
man condition and the importance of examining the meanings that help
frame the social construction of reality (Berger and Luckmann 1966).
The interpretive analyst logically calls upon different kinds of evidence
to help articulate much more descriptive and experiential accounts of
individuals’ lived experiences. Rather than explain objective and exter-
nal patterns of human behavior, interpretive theorists aspire to provide
an interpretive understanding of social actors. To explain social action

8. Their explanatory strategies could not be more dissimilar. Black (1995) em-
ploys pure sociology to explain how social life varies with the “social geom-
etry” of social space, eschewing references to individuals, their psychological
dispositions, and purposive behavior altogether. Coleman’s (1990: 13) ration-
al choice approach emphasizes “the same purposive theory of action used in
Weber’s study of Protestantism and capitalism,” i.e., a model that delineates
the underlying rationale for why individuals select specific courses of action
to achieve their goals.
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requires that one must investigate the sign systems and meanings that
individuals attach to their behavior (Helle 1991). Hence Carr and Kem-
mis (1986: 90) conclude that the purpose of interpretive social science
and Verstehen explanations “is not to provide causal explanations of hu-
man life, but to deepen and extend our knowledge of why social life is
perceived and experienced the way that it is.”

Advocates of critical social science often share a realist perspective
as to the nature of reality, but emphasize too the deep and often hid-
den structures of power contradicted by surface realities (Bhaskar 1975).
Critical theory developed first through the interpretations of Marxist an-
alysis and capitalist critiques, inspired by the goal of human emancipa-
tion. Those who prefer critical approaches tend to reject the fact-value
distinction and epistemological stances that offer no bases for evaluating
evidence on moral grounds aimed at praxis. Antonio (1981: 332) argues,
for example, that the fundamental basis of critical theory can be con-
nected to “immanent critique,” or ““a means of detecting the societal con-
tradictions which offer the most determinate possibilities for emancipa-
tory social change” (see Adorno 1973; Azmanova 2012a). Critical theory
often encompasses the idea that the substructures or economic bases of
societies shape consciousness and subjectivity, which are conditioned by
prevailing institutional logics and legitimated through emergent struc-
tures of domination (Thompson 2014). Finally, most critical theory in-
cludes a value-engaged element oriented to achieving social justice for
oppressed or disenfranchised groups (Azmanova 2012b; Huttunen and
Murphy 2012; Garcia 2015).

As regards feminist epistemology, the gender issue factors in as a
key ontological aspect, especially in terms of identifying the knower,
the experiential aspects of knowing, and granting the idea that universal
knowing cannot be achieved except perhaps via “perception at a dis-
tance” (Code 1993; Harding 1986, 1991). At times there are direct paral-
lels with both the critical and interpretive approaches, depending on the
nuances of various feminist epistemologies (Alcoff and Potter 1993; Ta-
nesini 1999). Herein one should note the centrality of the “situatedness”
of the knower as an embodied subject, influenced by social, historical,
and physical locations (Longino 2010). Tensions clearly exist between
feminist empiricists and standpoint theorists regarding the appropri-
ate approaches to conceptualizing and evaluating evidence, including

9. In Reed and Alexander’s (2009: 34) formulation, “The sociologist, then,
comes to her data with a set of theoretical presuppositions, and attempts to ar-
rive at a set of post-suppositions, the latter being the meanings which ‘consti-
tute’ the social reality that, by interpreting evidence, the sociologist proposes
to explain and reconstruct.”
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underlying background assumptions and the nature of achieving objec-
tivity through individual experience vis-a-vis the scientific community.
Yet most feminist epistemological frames stress the importance of ethic-
al and political values in shaping epistemic practices and interpretations
of evidence. Or, as Intemann (2010: 793) has concluded, the diverse
approaches to feminism nevertheless “are empiricist, contextualist, and
normative social epistemological views,” which thereby often intersect
with critical epistemologies.

Finally, the postmodernist turn in the social sciences shifted the de-
bate in questioning science as the ultimate arbiter of social reality and by
renouncing “scientism” as being “an epistemically privileged discourse”
(Siedman 1991: 131). As with each epistemological framework, there
are several competing strains, sometimes classified under the rubrics of
poststructuralism or cultural studies. Yet these many different species
share in common a rejection of positivism as the foundational approach
to knowledge-building, along with universal grounds for establishing
ultimate truth. Rorty (1979, 1991), among others, has argued that the ef-
forts to establish foundational discourses inevitably reflect the local and
ethnocentric prejudices of historically- and culturally-bound subjects.
Instead, there are multiple discourses, equally valid, bearing the impri-
matur of those who are committed to the intellectual, moral, and polit-
ical consequences of their competing conceptual frameworks (Foucault
1998). With epistemic doubt as the norm, social theory expresses social
narratives embracing competing discourses and performances of truth
rooted in local values and traditions (Siedman 1994).

EXPLAINING EPISTEMOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

As the preceding discussion demonstrates, sociology and the social
sciences more generally lack any dominant epistemology (see Turner
2006). The current work thus starts from the premise that academicians
teaching in sociology departments often identify epistemologically with
one or more of these approaches. To explain the diversity, however, still
requires an epistemological anchoring. By setting up the problem as such
(see Fuchs 2001), one has committed a priori to a positivist framing
commensurate with Homans’ (1967) claim that all science has two cen-
tral tasks: description and explanation. Hence the study starts from the
premise that epistemological variation exists in (and beyond) the Can-
adian context—and can be described accordingly.

Second, what might account for such variation? Despite limited data,
various scholars have expressed their views about the forces shaping
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Canadian sociology. For example, Brym (2002) argued that the influx of
U. S. academics in the 1960s helped shape the discipline’s future in Can-
ada. In particular, many of those migrating northward were radicals or
conflict theorists. Eichler (2002) opined further that feminism assumed a
more central role in Canadian sociology due to the greater availability of
academic positions for women, buttressed by a more prominent femin-
ist movement within Canada. These developments led Brym (2002: 9)
to summarize the intellectual landscape of Canadian sociology in these
terms:

To be sure, neo-Marxists and feminists do not populate the entire socio-
logical landscape in English Canada. As elsewhere, there was a “cultural
turn” in Anglo-Canadian sociology in the 1990s. Substantial pockets of
network analysts and symbolic interactionists inhabit various academic
departments. Non-radical, quantitative sociologists form a large minority
within the sociological community. Nonetheless, neo-Marxist and femin-
ist influences still predominate.'°

Brym’s prescient assessment, however, does not reference much data.
More important, if his observations prove accurate, then what would ex-
plain that pattern? For example, Warren (2014) shows that in English
Canada, most sociologists obtained their highest degrees in the United
States up until the mid-1980s. Yet over the past three decades, the major-
ity of those hired into Canadian departments obtained terminal degrees
in Canada. One might surmise that the critical roots of sociologists who
headed north during the 1960s and 1970s, as well as an increasingly
diverse range of voices in the Canadian academy as sociology graduate
programs grew, helped shift the epistemological landscape in the critical
and feminist directions to which Brym alluded. What other evidence
might help substantiate such claims?

In 2009, the CJS devoted an entire issue to “public sociology in
Canada.” While not an overtly epistemological dialogue, several com-
mentators discuss Burawoy’s (2005) critical treatment of four main
types of sociology and his defense of public sociology. Helmes-Hayes
and McLaughlin (2009) launch the issue with an excellent summary of
the historical context of sociology in Canada, as well as key theoretical,
normative, and empirical issues under debate. The articles confirm Bura-
woy’s (2009: 885) description of Canada’s “disciplinary mosaic,” as the
spectrum of analyses bespeaks the epistemological diversity of Canadian
sociology.

10.As McLaughlin (2004: 81) argued, “Canadian sociology is very much the
radical and critical sociology that many internal critics of mainstream sociol-
ogy in the United States desire.”
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Davies (2009) contends that a basic split between “critical” and
“mainstream” sociology has intensified over the years, leading to a div-
ided discipline. Creese, McLaren, and Pulkingham (2009: 618) argue
further that Burawoy’s description of public sociology offers insufficient
attention to feminist perspectives, or the manner in which “the vibrant
and transformative traditions aligned with feminist sociology... provide
a different model of professional critical sociology that engages with
diverse publics and social policies.” Mesny (2009) claims that despite
the nuanced nature of knowledge production in social science, a sub-
versive element persists and the production of knowledge always has a
performative quality irreducible to the stark value neutrality that some
might advocate. Goldberg and van den Berg (2009) offer a sharp dissent
to suggest Canadian sociology has always manifested a public compon-
ent, despite misgivings about the assumption that the discipline shares a
coherent, unified, leftist orientation and the implications of blurring the
dividing line between science and advocacy.

Yet only limited data exist to document intellectual pluralism within
Canadian sociology. For instance, Brym and Nakhaie (2009) have stud-
ied the Canadian professoriate, arguing that the survey evidence con-
forms to Burawoy’s typology: professional scientists constitute less than
one-third of the academicians (31.7%), while critical (24.8%), policy
(24.0%), and public (19.4%) intellectuals round out the results. The
crude measures and small number of sociologists included, however,
undermine a fuller description of the discipline. Their central analytic
point, though, remains valid: social backgrounds influence orientations.
Those who were females, younger, not married, earning lower salaries,
and working in less prestigious institutions were more likely to be public
or policy intellectuals compared to professional academics.

In sum, Canadian sociologists are committed to diverse theoretical
and methodological approaches (Puddephatt and McLaughlin 2015)."
By sociologizing epistemology, one can assess the social origins of their
worldviews. The sociologists flooding the Canadian job market in the
1960s and 1970s embodied a generational and demographic transforma-
tion of the academy. Those influences still resonate a half century after
scholars established themselves across Canada and trained subsequent
generations of sociologists. To evaluate these ideas, the paper describes

11. The normative issues as to what sociologists should be doing reflect a div-
ided discipline where distinct paradigms and epistemological orientations
have long co-existed (Bhambra, Shilliam, and Orrells 2014; Giri 2006). If
anything, paradigmatic approaches, journals, and intellectual outlets have ex-
panded since the 1990s, as scholars have addressed “sociology’s history of
exclusions in the production of knowledge” (Creese, McLaren, and Pulking-
ham 2009: 604).
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the results of a nationwide survey of full-time academics in Canadian
sociology departments.

METHODOLOGY

To examine the state of Canadian sociology, the author distributed elec-
tronic questionnaires to a systematic, random sample of full-time faculty
drawn from sociology departments at each university across the country.
The questionnaires contained three sections: 1) Demographic Informa-
tion to capture basic data such as gender, age, education, language, and
other background characteristics; 2) Recent Teaching Experience to al-
low respondents to discuss their teaching perspectives, sense of sociol-
ogy as a discipline, views about value neutrality in the classroom, and
their self-identified mission as a university teacher; and 3) Research In-
terests, Influences and Areas of Specialization to document their theor-
etical influences, substantive expertise, main purpose(s) of sociological
research, and self-identified methodological approach(es).

Since some scholars were reluctant to complete the lengthier ver-
sion of the questionnaire (70% of the final sample completed the full
survey), those who were sampled received a shorter version after three
unsuccessful contacts. These surveys omitted the more discursive ques-
tions, as well as demographic information that the author could obtain
later to fill in the gaps. The current analysis only focuses on items where
full demographic data were available and where questions pertaining to
teaching and research orientations were asked of all respondents.

The sampling frame consisted of full-time faculty members listed
on department websites (verified by administrative staff), or more than
1,000 people identified in Canadian departments with the word sociol-
ogy in their titles. The author created a spreadsheet with an alphabetical
listing, broken down by university, and sent an email request to every
third person. Some scholars ended up ineligible for various reasons, such
as having recently retired or not actually identifying with sociology (e.g.,
anthropologists). In those cases, the individuals were replaced with the
next person listed. The final response rate of 55.9% (203/363 surveys)
proved consistent with rates obtained from surveys of other professionals
(see Burns et al. 2008) and far above the 34% response rate for Nakhaie’s
(2007) national survey of The Academic Profession in Canada.

A solid response rate, though, does not ensure sample representa-
tiveness. Despite having translated the survey into French, only 35%
of Quebec scholars responded. Three French schools (Laval, UQAM,
and UQAR) were underrepresented with a 26.1% response rate, whereas
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60% of those contacted completed the English version.'? To test for sam-
ple bias, the author compared the demographic information of a random
sample of non-respondents with participants. The only significant dif-
ference was a lower response rate among Francophone scholars. Since
Anglophone and Francophone sociology have been characterized as
intellectually independent “solitudes” (Rocher 1990; Jean-Pierre 2013;
Warren 2014), the article focuses on the former. Thus the final sample
consists of the 190 participants who responded to the English version of
the survey.

RESsuLTS

The respondents’ had a mean age of 52.2 (median 51.5), with an even
split between males and females, plus two transgendered individuals.
Some 35.3% were full professors, 41.6% were associate professors, and
23.2% were assistant professors or full-time instructors. Just over two-
thirds were born in Canada, 9.2% in the U.S., and 23.4% from countries
around the globe. Four in five respondents reported English as their first
language, while the remainder spoke any of 19 other languages. Apart
from professors born and raised in Quebec and a few from Mexico, all
respondents who reported a first language other than English had been
born outside of North America. In total, 96.8% of the sample held doc-
torates and six individuals held M. A. degrees. Nearly 73% earned their
highest degrees in Canada, one in six from the United States, almost one
in ten from England, and the remainder from France, Germany, and Aus-
tralia. Three-fourths of the respondents held PhD’s in sociology, while
24.7% held degrees in other disciplines.

Empirical Patterns of Epistemological Diversity

To examine epistemological diversity, the questions assessed re-
spondents’ views regarding the distinctiveness of sociology as a science,
the main purpose for conducting sociological research, theoretical or
paradigmatic influences on their scholarly work, and personal mission
statements. These questions helped contextualize the focal question:
“Which of the following approaches to methodology most closely ap-
proximates your own approach to sociological research? Check all that
apply.” The author assumed most academicians would have a reasonably

12.The response rates were at least 50% or higher among English-speaking re-
spondents across most sociology departments, though less than 40% from
members at Carleton University, Kwantlen Polytechnic University, McGill
University, and McMaster University.
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clear view of their approaches to studying the social world, i.e., their
epistemological frameworks. Indeed, most readily selected from one or
more categories: positivism or scientific approach, interpretive social
science, critical social science, feminist social science, post-modern or
cultural studies approach, and other (specify). More than half (52.1%)
identified only one option as their main research approach. In addi-
tion, 23.7% checked two boxes, 16.3% checked three boxes, and 7.8%
checked at least four boxes. The cumulative results are summarized in
Chart 1. Since respondents selected one or more options, the absolute
totals vastly exceed 100%.

Chart 1:
Percentage Distribution of General Epistemological Orientations (N = 190)
70.0
60.0
62.1
50.0
40.0 43.7
30.0 B5%S
20.0
18.4 77e)
10.0
0.0
Positivism or Interpretive  Critical social Feminist social Post-modernist
scientific social science science science or cultural
approach approach

More than 62% identified critical sociology as at least one of their defin-
ing approaches to research. Roughly one-fourth chose the critical social
science box alone, but most combined that orientation with feminism,
an interpretive approach, or other combinations. Many people further
clarified their views regarding the main purpose of sociological research,
such as reducing social inequality, promoting social justice, empower-
ing the oppressed, and “changing the world” or “lessening suffering in
the world.” For example, the following response summarizes how many
critical sociologists viewed the central purpose of sociological research:
“To produce knowledge with and about subordinate groups and classes
in society that will be relevant to improving their life chances; in other
words, to produce a better society, one that is more equitable and demo-
cratic.” Another critical theorist offered a more detailed description of
his mission:
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I think my overall ‘mission’ has to do with helping citizens to see through
the veil of mystification that, often powerful, others have erected and
reproduced (albeit not always consciously) that is a powerful barrier to
needed changes in Canadian society and beyond. My practice around this
goal is via teaching, research, student advising, and from time to time
community ‘engagement.’ [ try to remain reflective and self-critical in this
task, and actively seek debate and discussions with those who disagree
with me.

Another common category involved self-described feminist research-
ers, most often in combination with other approaches to scholarly work
such as critical sociology. In total, 85.1% of those who checked off
“feminist social science” also checked off “critical social science.” One
respondent illustrated her perspective with this comment: “Separating
research and politics is not in the interest of oppressed people. The sep-
aration of politics (power) and science doesn’t exist. Researchers must
take their studies into the streets and take part in social actions. This
leads to better and more realistic theories.” Another feminist scholar
defined the core purpose of sociological research as “to explore the
social aspects of all types of phenomena, and to do so from a critical
perspective that aims for social justice in the broadest possible sense.”
A third reported that “the most alluring aspect of sociology is to give us
tools to study social ills, and also prepare us to suggest ways for social
change.” In total, about 65% professed a critical or critical-feminist
perspective, with many discussing the issues of social change and so-
cial justice.

The respondents identified “interpretive social science” as the
second most commonly selected orientation. Nearly 44% favored at
least in part an interpretive or hermeneutic approach to sociological
research. One in four of these respondents selected only that specific
option. The majority usually merged their interpretive orientation with
other perspectives, such as critical and/or feminist approaches. A small-
er proportion identified with some elements of “feminist postmodern-
ism,” or linked their views with cultural studies more generally.

As expected, interpretive researchers favored the use of the verb
“understand” in explaining sociology’s main purpose, such as one re-
spondent who hoped “to understand the human condition in a com-
munity context.” Another stated the general purpose of her perspective
as permitting “a more comprehensive understanding of complex social
phenomena.” Those who combined interpretive and critical traditions
were inclined to argue that the main purpose of sociological research
should be “to provide a novel and critical way of looking at society.”
One poetic formulation from a practitioner of interpretive and critical
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social science described the sociological mission accordingly: “The use
of history as hindsight to provide insight into the present so that we
may gain foresight into the future.”

The “positivists” represented 18.4% of the respondents, including
a small number who integrated positivist and interpretive approach-
es. These scholars defined sociology’s main purpose as “description
and explanation of social phenomena” or “to expand knowledge and
develop comprehensive theories of social life.” Those who preferred
such a perspective, however, occasionally shared a more activist orien-
tation. For example, one person who bridged positivism and critical
approaches explained the main purpose of sociological research thusly:
“To gain greater understanding of and insights into society with a goal
(of) contributing to knowledge for the sake of a better society.” Finally,
a few respondents expressed discomfort with the connotations of the
term “positivism,” preferring to characterize their research as historical
or quantitative—but with a clear commitment to “scientific sociology.”

Just under 18% of study participants explicitly identified them-
selves as adherents of post-modernism, poststructuralism, or cultural
studies. Nearly all of these individuals combined their epistemological
leanings with critical, feminist, and/or interpretive frames of reference
as well. One person offered this description of the sociological mission:
“To produce research and teaching which will increase critical under-
standing of sociocultural reality and relations of power and how our
subjectivities are constituted.” Another stated that the mission involved
“push(ing) students to think in new ways and to resist the McDonaldiz-
ation of education.”

The evidence highlights the importance of examining further the
conceptualization of epistemological diversity and the manifold com-
binations of approaches identified. By combining respondents’ descrip-
tions of preferred methodological orientations with their more general
approaches to knowledge-building and dissemination, a more nuanced
picture emerges of how respondents define their epistemological orien-
tations."* These results appear in Chart 2.

13.The answers to the question about preferred methodological approaches were
cross-referenced with responses to the questions as to their views of the main
purpose of sociological research, main intellectual influences, and “personal
mission statement as a member of a Canadian sociology department.” If there
were still uncertainties regarding their orientations, the author then examined
respondents’ publications to further clarify their epistemological views.
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Chart 2:
Percentage Distribution of Specific Epistemological Orientations (N = 190)
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The evidence indicates that the single largest category consisted of the
more than one in five respondents who identified exclusively with a
“critical social science” orientation. Among the many possible examples,
one critical theorist explained the position accordingly: “The purpose of
sociological research is to engage critically with our social reality in order
to produce new knowledges and paths of social change... Ideally, though,
all sociological research engages with the pressing social, moral, ethical,
economic and cultural issues of the day.”

An additional 6.8% identified the combination of critical and inter-
pretive perspectives to frame their epistemologies: “I use symbolic inter-
action, but also the critical perspective and I’'m now moving towards
intersectional analysis.” Another respondent explained, “A critical in-
terpretive perspective acknowledges the positioned, partial and partisan
nature of all knowledge.” Later in the survey, that same individual stated
that “T support a value-informed sociological practice which is endeav-
ouring to change the world, i.e. challenge oppression and exploitation. To
do otherwise is to tacitly support the status quo.”

Many respondents combined feminist and critical perspectives, often
with interpretive or post-modernist orientations as well. For example, one
participant described her approach as “feminist critical realism,” stressing
the need to “link sociology to ideas about social justice.” Another identi-
fied the main purpose of research as “a means of questioning, challenging
and resisting the dominant discourses in which we are always enmeshed.”
With a commitment to feminism, constructivism, and post-structuralism,
that person stressed the need to “critically understand the society in which
you live (and) the position of your own ‘self’ within that society. That
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requires a life-long commitment to the search for ‘truth’ which opposes
contemporary relations of power, situated in dominant discourses.”

Among the one in ten participants who claimed an adherence to a
“critical-feminist-postmodernist” perspective, one framed the approach
as follows: “To offer understanding and critique. Understanding—pur-
sued in the full sense of the term—is by definition critique. The goal is not
to create new ideas or new knowledge, but to reflect upon the make-up of
the social worlds in which we already live.” Another 7% defined them-
selves as operating within a post-modernist framework primarily, with
secondary linkages to either critical/feminist or interpretive theory. For
example, one respondent stated: “I have drawn from Foucaultian para-
digms, feminist paradigms, post-modern paradigms, and also interdisci-
plinary paradigms (in my studies).”

About one in ten preferred an interpretive framework exclusively,
while an additional 5.3% viewed themselves as integrating positivism
and interpretive sociology. One professor who adheres solely to an inter-
pretive approach explained her position: “To contribute to the larger (not
just Canadian) discussion of sociological theory (and) to help Canadian
students...to be able to understand society better, and how they can relate
to society in a way that can be both meaningful for them and positive
for society.” Similarly, a respondent committed to interpretive sociology
and phenomenology aspired to “demonstrate to students a sociological
understanding of the world... to see past the individualism and psycholo-
gism inherent in most university education... My hope is to encourage in
students a deep reflection and understanding of their selves and others.”
A third individual sympathetic to both positivist and interpretive frame-
works stated that “I attempt to produce empirically-grounded, theoreti-
cally rich work that draws on a range of methodologies to help us better
understand our political ecology.”

Another 12.1% subscribed exclusively to a positivist or scientific
orientation. These respondents typically identified the purpose of socio-
logical research simply as to “explain the world” or, in another case, “to
further the advancement of scientific knowledge of the social world.” A
survey research specialist succinctly defined the main objective of socio-
logical research as “to advance knowledge.” One self-described “scien-
tist” outlined his personal approach as follows:

I do not dogmatically adhere to any particular theoretical perspective. My
research tends to focus on answering specific research questions through
an empirical examination of causal mechanisms. With any research ques-
tion, I try to examine all relevant theoretical explanations and determine
which ones, if any, are supported by the empirical evidence.
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Some analysts preferred postmodernist frameworks, usually com-
bined with critical and/or interpretive perspectives. One postmodern-
ist described her research as “post-structural discourse analysis,” with
special interests in communications and media history. An interpretive-
postmodernist adherent suggested that the core of sociological research
involved “being in a position to enter social and cultural worlds from
the vantage point of curiosity about change, acquiring insights into the
dynamics of everyday life.” Furthermore, “the purpose clearly is to bring
these insights into a debate that needs to have the capacity to have us
constantly contemplate our human condition and the challenges and risks
we face.”

A smattering of other responses usually included a critical dimension,
even if the respondents refused to place themselves in the boxes provided.
One scholar viewed the main purpose of sociological research as follows:
“In Elias’s terms, to ‘destroy social myths’ and pursue grounded empir-
ical understandings of how the world is socially constructed by deeply
connected agents enmeshed in long chains of social interdependence. To
expose members of our society to the social processes which bind us
together, and evidence the power of human agency.” Another respondent
elaborated with the following comment:

This question takes me back to the earlier questions on value neutrality. [
believe sociology is an inherently moral discipline engaged in the pursuit
of truth, justice, equity, fairness, and a better (social) world. While it is
important to be as value neutral as is possible in this pursuit, sociology is
a moral enterprise. The main purpose of sociological research is to pursue
worthy goals.

Explaining Epistemological Variation

At the descriptive level, the responses confirmed Brym’s (2002) claims
about the predominance of critical and feminist orientations among those
populating Canadian sociology departments. More than three-fifths re-
ported a critical perspective exclusively or in combination with a feminist
orientation. Hence the most common orientations within Anglo-Canadian
sociology embraced variations of the critical social science perspective,
though usually with linkages to feminist, interpretive, and occasionally
post-modernist frameworks.

By cross-referencing the methodology question with other survey
items (questions about value neutrality, the nature of sociology as a dis-
tinct discipline, main theoretical influences, and main objective of socio-
logical research), a more definitive snapshot of epistemological orienta-
tions emerged. These questions helped confirm the characterization of the
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clear majority of respondents as critical scholars, wherein their self-labels
and commentaries indicated an interest in changing the world through
myriad forms of critique, scholarship, teaching, activism, and/or possibly
public engagement. The final issue, then, involves examining why critical
and feminist perspectives predominate, rather than any of the other pos-
sible contenders.

From a sociological perspective, the prevalence of the critical orienta-
tion reflects the social locations of the academicians who populate Can-
adian sociology departments. The long-term progression has been that as
the academy has diversified, theoretical pluralism has increased as well.
Two trends in particular cast some light upon the Canadian experience.
As previously noted, the Canadianization movement helped establish a
distinctive intellectual flavor, if not always an outright rejection of the
presumably more positivistic orientations of American sociologists.
Furthermore, one might hypothesize that those groups historically under-
represented in the academy (e.g., women, minorities) might frame their
research in diverse and often critical ways. In fact, a generation of in-
tellectuals—baby boomers and transplanted Americans in the Vietnam
era—secured tenure-track appointments in an era of rapid intellectual
diversification in the academy. As a result, several leading feminist and
critical scholars have populated Canadian universities and their messages
should have filtered through to graduate students. Ergo a critical core
should have dominated Canadian sociology during the 1970s and 1980s,
as well as in educating the next generation of sociological scholars. These
data confirm such a trend.

For example, a logistic regression model helped predict which aca-
demicians were more likely to identify as having a critical or critical-
feminist orientation. As reported in Table 2, women and transgendered
individuals were more than three times as likely compared to men to hold
such a perspective. Second, the more senior cohort (aged fifty and older)
were three and one half times more likely than younger cohorts to es-
pouse these views. Third, those who obtained their degrees in Canada
were twice as likely to have such a perspective in comparison with those
who obtained their PhDs elsewhere. Finally, those who obtained degrees
in disciplinary genres other than sociology were more than twice as likely
to have critical or critical-feminist perspectives as those with PhD’s in
sociology. These four variables combined to explain about 22% of the
variation in whether one self-identified as a critical or critical-feminist
scholar."

14.0ne reviewer inquired about race/ethnicity and sexual orientation, but these
were not measured in the survey. Consistent with the current analysis, though,
one might hypothesize that more marginalized scholars (holding minority
statuses) are more likely to assume critical stances.
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Table 2: Factors Associated with Critical-Feminist Views

Independent Variables Odds Ratios
Geography (Non-Canadian University = ref.)

Canadian University 2.30*
Gender (Male = ref.)

Female/Transgendered 3.42%%*

Generation (50 Years or Younger = ref.)

Over 50 Years in Age 3.56%**
Genre (Degree in Sociology = ref.)

Non-Sociology PhD 2.15%
Constant 0.24%*

-2 Log likelihood = 227.667
Nagelkerke Pseudo R? = 22

*p <.05, ¥*p <.01, ***p <.001

Thus four “g” factors—gender, generation, geography, and genre—ex-
plain a substantial portion of the variation in epistemological orienta-
tions among full-time academics in Canadian sociology departments.
While there are many nuances, the dominant framework consists of an
overall critical approach often aligned with feminist orientations. From
a qualitative perspective, the main narratives that respondents expressed
in both teaching and research emphasized the importance of utilizing or
instilling a critical and frequently “social justice” orientation in their dif-
fuse forms of academic engagement. Although the questionnaire did not
contain the term “social justice” in any of the wording, more than three
dozen study participants used the concept in articulating their responses.

For example, a female professor defined her personal mission
statement as a member of a Canadian sociology department simply as
“contribut(ing) to the pursuit of social justice.” A second respondent
elaborated on the theme: “Sociology should be the study of society with
the expressed aims of ameliorating social conflicts and striving for social
justice. Attendant research and teaching activities should then be about
developing tools and methods for social analysis and promoting such
consciousness and awareness.” A third respondent reiterated the idea in
stating that “I think it’s important to link sociology to ideas about social
justice.”

In regard to the question about one’s “teaching mission,” one partici-
pant offered an elegant summary: “To change minds; to make the lives
of younger people easier by providing them with a critical perspective
on the world around them; (and) to not be ‘value neutral’ but demon-
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strate quite the opposite, that courageous beliefs and political passion
for social justice matter.” Another professor defined his teaching mission
in part with these words: “It is important that (students) reflect on and
challenge discriminatory ideas to the point will they become eventual
agents of egalitarian social change associated with social and political
movement.” Another expressed her teaching mission succinctly as that
of “build(ing) students’ capacities as sociologists committed to working
for social justice.”

Apart from their views on teaching, the comments on the
main purpose of sociological research and in regard to personal mis-
sion statements expanded further on the social justice theme. Several
examples help to substantiate the point:

*  “(A)s a health sociologist, I am interested in social justice issues
and in working towards making peoples’ lives ‘better’ through
the sharing of information between disciplines.”

e “Research is the companion to teaching — share similar goals
—research to promote social justice and develop finer analysis
of social processes that produce injustices. Also we need to
translate academic knowledge to everyday world of community
politics, governance etc.”

*  “Most of my work is focused on social justice issues, broadly
speaking, so my main aim is to generate accurate and useful
knowledge about inequalities and oppressions in our contempo-
rary world.”

e “To foster amongst my students and my colleagues through my
research and teaching an improved awareness of the pressing
social justice issues facing Canadian society as well as societies
around the globe.”

e “To challenge mainstream thinking and promote social justice.”

e “Advancing our understanding of social issues in ways that sup-
port social justice initiatives.”

Several respondents further supported having a more activist orientation
as sociologists. For example, one critical-feminist-postmodernist noted:
“My ‘mission’, broadly speaking, is to leave an anti-violence legacy,
whether from symbolic, structural, normal, interpersonal, etc, but par-
ticularly from penal and colonial analysis. My teaching, research and
service activities revolve around this.” Another person remarked:
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Much of my work involves community engagement. I do a lot of public
lectures and my research integrates insights garnered from unions, com-
munity activists, and the public. I am widely described as a ‘public intel-
lectual,” an accolade of which I am proud as I view it is an essential part
of my role and a social commitment to which everyone privileged to work
at a university should uphold.

A post-modernist thinker with critical-interpretive sympathies articulat-
ed her position in these words: “Sociology should be equally informing
public debate (social field) as much as shaping the academic field, such
as through public sociology, collaborative research methods, social
movements, research contracts, etc.” Still another individual expressed
with enthusiasm the idea of a more engaged type of public sociology:
“Sociology is increasingly shifting its focus to social issues in local com-
munities, as well as at societal levels...I’m impressed by this practical,
community-oriented focus, which holds much promise for both the pub-
lic acceptance and knowledge of the discipline, but also for sociology’s
role in participating with policy-makers and community activists to con-
struct a more inclusive society.”

Some participants discussed as well concerns about the “American-
ization” of Canadian institutions. One critical-feminist-postmodernist,
for example, defined her mission to “(a)dvance a specifically Canadian
sociology.” A Marxist-interpretive analyst considered his main purpose
in conducting research as “fill(ing) in the story of the development of
sociology in Canada.” In contrast, a female sociologist with a positivist-
interpretive bent offered an interesting dissent to that view: “I realize
that Canada is a small country and if scholars here don’t study it, its
issues won’t be addressed. But I feel a pressure by some members of my
department to focus on Canada, and I see this as a hindrance to the intel-
lectual freedom that creates truly great departments and scholarship.”
In fact, one Canadian academic explained via email to having left for a
tenure-track position in the U. S. “because | am a quantitative researcher.
I often felt that this type of research was not valued (there). To be honest,
I don’t think quantitative work is valued much at most Canadian univer-
sities—too positivistic for most.”

Less than 5% of the respondents, though, expressed any concerns
about the critical leanings of their colleagues, or otherwise endorsed fer-
vidly a more scientific approach to social analysis. Yet those who held
such positions clearly stood out from the dominant narrative. For exam-
ple, one respondent expressed the contrarian opinion that “far too many
so-called ‘sociologists’ are mainly ideologues, social activists, or sim-
ply pedestrian thinkers at best. The majority do not seem to be excited
about or interested in the scientific study of human behaviour... They
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are hopelessly lost in pursuing various missions that have, for the most
part, nothing to do with scientific inquiry.” Indeed, some commentators
shared impassioned pleas to pursue the “scientific ideal” in their work
and teaching. One young scholar remarked accordingly: “My passion is
teaching students how to engage with the world empirically. I want them
to be able to design and execute empirical research projects (and) have
an empirical and social scientific mindset. In order to do that, my courses
require students to do real empirical work, whether qualitative, quantita-
tive, or structural (i.e. networks).”

CONCLUSIONS

The national survey results confirm what many have assumed about Can-
adian sociology. First, there exists tremendous epistemological diversity.
Second, the perspectives are neither randomly nor evenly distributed. At
least within Canada, there exists a widespread critical core to the socio-
logical enterprise that a majority of scholars practices, with different
and yet often overlapping emphases (e.g., feminism, anti-colonialism,
anti-racism, intersectionality, social justice, etc.). The critical core re-
flects in part the social locations of sociological practitioners. The results
determined that the greater proportion of women comprising sociology
departments, the generational effects of those who achieved tenure in the
latter part of the 20" century, and the educational experiences of those
receiving PhDs in Canada have contributed to broad support for critical
and feminist approaches in Canadian sociology programs.

In some cases, the sociology departments explicitly advocate for a
social justice mission and orientation. For example, Brock University
has committed fully to an epistemological divorce (see Davies 2009;
Turner 2005) by embracing critical sociology exclusively, including an
“M. A. in Critical Sociology.” Their website opens with the following
statement: “The Department of Sociology at Brock University is com-
mitted to a critical, social justice approach.” Similarly, York University’s
website announces their “Public Sociology” orientation as follows: “Our
department’s contribution to the world of sociological thought and re-
search is to offer our students a sociology of engagement; a critical ap-
proach to scholarship that challenges assumptions, and in so doing, aims
for greater social justice and an appreciation that history—our own and
that of others around the world—has a lasting impact on the present.”
These are interesting perspectives, especially if one subscribes to Tin-
dall’s (2014) argument that the predominance of certain intellectual
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orientations serves as a critical fault line in terms of departmental hiring
practices, graduate instruction, and shaping the future of discipline.

In addition to the critical nucleus, the interpretive and positivist trad-
itions both claim significant minorities in Canadian sociology depart-
ments. The postmodernist, cultural studies, and assorted other perspec-
tives co-exist to a more limited degree. The relative proportions of schol-
ars who embrace different epistemological frameworks obviously vary
across institutions. Yet the critical core exists nearly everywhere across
the Canadian academic landscape, just as Brym (2002) and McLaughlin
(2004) asserted over a decade ago. Roughly 90% of the departments in
the current study claimed at least a significant minority of critical-femin-
ist researchers (minimum of one-third of their respondents). At least half
of the participants from most departments identified with some version
of critical or critical-feminist orientations. The rare exceptions where
less than one-third of the respondents identified as critical-feminist re-
searchers came from universities with fewer respondents, such as Mc-
Gill, which touts their historical contributions to establishing “empirical
sociology in Canada” on their website."* Only one or two respondents
were sampled from some of the smaller universities, which thereby
undermines any ability to generalize these results at the departmental
level.

Future research will expand on these themes by investigating the so-
cial and generational roots of the epistemological pluralism described,
as well as by examining further the theoretical frameworks within which
Canadian sociologists position their scholarly work. Another approach
involves studying epistemological issues in greater depth at the depart-
mental level, which ideally moves beyond the academicians’ personal
responses to consider course content, publications, and program require-
ments at the undergraduate and graduate levels. One final aspect involves
a comparative analysis of sociologists’ epistemological orientations in
both Canada and the United States. Based on current patterns and the
responses evaluated thus far, the evidence points to a continuation of
the observed epistemological diversity and a sustained predominance of
critical and feminist orientations for the foreseeable future.

15. Websites offer fascinating glimpses of the sociological worlds that depart-
ments define for themselves. The University of Toronto’s website, for in-
stance, does not mention any particular epistemological frameworks, but
rather states: “We are proud that our vibrant department is consistently the
top-ranked Sociology Department in Canada, with internationally-renowned
scholars who have an excellent track record for securing research funding,
producing outstanding sociological research, and extensively mentoring our
graduate students.”
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