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Chapter 1 

Different Methods of Acquiring Knowledge 

 

1. Introduction 

 In order for society to progress, new knowledge about the world must constantly be 

generated by: 

 Formulating specific questions and finding answers to them 

 Understanding ourselves and our environment 
 Epistemology - the study of ways of knowing about the world 

2. Non-scientific methods of acquiring knowledge 

 Method of authority - relying on the knowledge and "wisdom" of prominent people 

 E.g. elders, politicians and religious leaders 

 Statements of these 'qualified' people are rarely questioned or challenged 

 Critique: allows individuals to hide the superficiality of their knowledge, its 

underlying ideologies,  and weaknesses in judgment 

 Once individuals are placed in such a position of authority, they often rely on 

particular strategies to justify and preserve their position 

 Mystical method - correctness of the knowledge is assumed to reside in a 

supernatural source  

 Intuitive method - a way people make sense of the world based on what "feels" 

right for them 

 Conventional wisdom - reflects so-called common sense understandings of the 

world that are commonly accepted as being true 

 General critique of non-scientific methods: 

 No systematic way of determining which of these statements are accurate  

 Mainly based on faith/worldview 

 Rationalistic and empirical methods do not attribute special aptitudes to particular 

persons and differ only in importance given to reasoning and observation 

 Rationalistic method - based on human reason and logic 

 Discover laws through purely intellectual processes 

 Basis of knowledge is correct reasoning which enables one to know what is 

true by principle 
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 Observation of reality, collection of facts and using the five human senses are 

necessary  

 Used to develop world theories 

 Empirical method - facts objectively observed in nature are the foundation of 

knowledge 

 The opposite of the rationalistic method 

 Knowledge is based only on what is observable and what is perceived by our 

senses 

 Interpretations of observations and speculation about relationships between 

facts introduce subjectivity and are therefore seen as distortions of data 

 Used to test world theories 

3. The scientific method and its properties 

 Scientific method - a synthesis of the rationalistic and empirical methods 

 Uses rationalism to develop theories and empiricism to test them 

 Science involves continuous interplay of rational thought and empirical 

observation 

 Qualitative research: A Priori vs A Posteriori knowledge 

 A Priori knowledge is knowledge we can have prior to experience, knowledge 

or justification is independent of experience 

 A Posteriori knowledge is knowledge that we can have only after we have 

certain experiences, knowledge or justification is dependent on experience or 

empirical evidence 

 Researcher concentrates on observation and recording of events 

 No a priori explanations are given, thus no expectations or predictions can be 

tested 

 Quantitative research involves:  

 1. A description of the object, relationship or situation (empirical)  

 2. An explanation or statement of the relationship between the described 

facts should be expressed (rationalistic) 

 3. A prediction of future events under well-defined conditions should be 

permitted by the stated explanation 

 4. An intervention which enables changes to occur that improve a situation 

 The scientific method assumes: 

 1. The existence of natural and social laws 

 2. Laws can be discovered by humans  

 3. Natural phenomena have natural causes - scientific understanding is based 

on parsimony of ideas: explanations for phenomena are based on as few 

assumptions as possible 

 4. New knowledge is accumulated gradually and sequentially 
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 5. Knowledge and truth are founded on evidence 

 6. Scientific statements must be distinguished from common-sense 

statements 

 7. Scientific observation is objective 

 8. Scientific observation is systematic 

 NOTE: Most often some characteristics remain unknown so that the 

explanation and prediction may not be accurate 

 Probability statement - if some conditions are satisfied the event will occur 

more often than if  some of these conditions were not met 

 Probalisitic explanation - explanations that concede some uncertainty 

 The characteristics of scientific research:  

 1. Empirical - since the aim is to know and understand reality. Each step is 

based on observation 

 2. Systematic and logical - observation must be done systematically and a 

logical order followed 

 3. Replicable and transmittable - any one placed in exactly the same 

circumstances can observe the same event and by reasoning, arrive at the 

same explanation and prediction. Reported in a report or article 

 4. Reductive - all details which are not essential are omitted. Reductionism 

(the method of considering only the essential and necessary properties, 

variables or aspects of a problem, has to be used with great care as it can 

lead to significant bias 

 5. Falsifiable - scientific claim must be stated in such a way that it can be 

demonstrated to be false. A scientific theory should not only tell us what 

should happen but also what should not happen 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


