TIPS ON "HOW TO ANALYZE" A THEORETICAL OR PRACTICAL QUESTION

by Professor Goodell

I. Argue both sides of the issue, then conclude not which side is correct but which aspects of one side and which of the other make sense to you. See if you can fit these aspects together into a coherent third "side" or position. Then try to make a new generalization that incorporates the tensions that you have resolved between the two initial sides. Next, test your "theory” with empirical evidence or by imagining how it would be put into practice in a nitty-gritty implementation. The problems that arise from the test should return you to repeat the process once more. 

II. Compare and contrast dissimilar things which are similar enough to justify juxtaposition. Find where they differ and agree, then argue both sides ...as outlined above in point I.  Examples: farmers' behavior in big groups versus farmers' behavior in small groups; wealthier farmers versus poor; progressive farmers versus not progressive; what co-op members do versus what non-members do, etc. 

III. ASK WHY? AND HOW? These are the two great analytical questions. When you answer one of them then to your new answer pose the questions Why? How? etc.

IV. Ask how relevant or applicable a given generalization is, imagining that you had to put it into practice. When you answer this with problems and difficulties that arise then make a generalization (abstraction) from what conclusion that suggests, and then try to apply or implement that generalization back down onto a given hypothetical "real life" situation. 

V. Argue from specifics of evidence to generalizations and then when you find a generalization that fits the specifics, force yourself to generate fresh specifics or evidence from it, back down to particulars. That is, keep moving from the particulars to the general and back down...from proof, evidence and action to policy, theory, universals; then reverse the arrow and move back down to particulars, concretes, evidence. 

VI. Compare or contrast the same unit over time.  What change took place? Why?  What remained constant? Why? What do these differences tell us about external influences?  About the entity itself, its internal character?  What is important in the process and in the continuity? 
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