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OXFORD LIBRARY OF PSYCHOLOGY

The Oxford Library of Psychology, a landmark series of handbooks, is published by
Oxford University Press, one of the world’s oldest and most highly respected pub-
lishers, with a tradition of publishing significant books in psychology. The ambi-
tious goal of the Oxford Library of Psychology is nothing less than to span a vibrant,
wide-ranging field and, in so doing, to fill a clear market need.

Encompassing a comprehensive set of handbooks, organized hierarchically, the
Library incorporates volumes at different levels, each designed to meet a distinct
need. At one level are a set of handbooks designed broadly to survey the major sub-
fields of psychology; at another are numerous handbooks that cover important cur-
rent focal research and scholarly areas of psychology in depth and detail. Planned
as a reflection of the dynamism of psychology, the Library will grow and expand as
psychology itself develops, thereby highlighting significant new research that will
impact on the field. Adding to its accessibility and ease of use, the Library will be
published in print and, later on, electronically.

The Library surveys psychology’s principal subfields with a set of handbooks
that capture the current status and future prospects of those major subdisciplines.
This initial set includes handbooks of social and personality psychology, clinical
psychology, counseling psychology, school psychology, educational psychology,
industrial and organizational psychology, cognitive psychology, cognitive neuro-
science, methods and measurements, history, neuropsychology, personality assess-
ment, developmental psychology, and more. Each handbook undertakes to review
one of psychology’s major subdisciplines with breadth, comprehensiveness, and ex-
emplary scholarship. In addition to these broadly conceived volumes, the Library
also includes a large number of handbooks designed to explore in depth more spe-
cialized areas of scholarship and research, such as stress, health and coping, anxiety
and related disorders, cognitive development, or child and adolescent assessment.
In contrast to the broad coverage of the subfield handbooks, each of these latter
volumes focuses on an especially productive, more highly focused line of scholar-
ship and research. Whether at the broadest or most specific level, however, all of the
Library handbooks offer synthetic coverage that reviews and evaluates the relevant
past and present research and anticipates research in the future. Each handbook
in the Library includes introductory and concluding chapters written by its editor
to provide a roadmap to the handbook’s table of contents and to offer informed
anticipations of significant future developments in that field.

An undertaking of this scope calls for handbook editors and chapter authors
who are established scholars in the areas about which they write. Many of the
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nation’s and world’s most productive and best-respected psychologists have agreed
to edit Library handbooks or write authoritative chapters in their areas of expertise.

For whom has the Oxford Library of Psychology been written? Because of its
breadth, depth, and accessibility, the Library serves a diverse audience, including
graduate students in psychology and their faculty mentors, scholars, researchers,
and practitioners in psychology and related fields. All will find in the Library the
information they seek on the subfield or focal area of psychology in which they
work or are interested.

Befitting its commitment to accessibility, each handbook includes a compre-
hensive index, as well as extensive references to help guide research. And because
the Library was designed from its inception as an online as well as a print resource,
its structure and contents will be readily and rationally searchable online. Further,
once the Library is released online, the handbooks will be regularly and thoroughly
updated.

In summary, the Oxford Library of Psychology will grow organically to provide a
thoroughly informed perspective on the field of psychology, one that reflects both
psychology’s dynamism and its increasing interdisciplinarity. Once published elec-
tronically, the Library is also destined to become a uniquely valuable interactive
tool, with extended search and browsing capabilities. As you begin to consult this
handbook, we sincerely hope you will share our enthusiasm for the more than
500-year tradition of Oxford University Press for excellence, innovation, and qual-

ity, as exemplified by the Oxford Library of Psychology.

Peter E. Nathan
Editor-in-Chief
Oxford Library of Psychology

OXFORD LIBRARY OF PSYCHOLOGY
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PREFACE

The Oxford Handbook of Qualitative Research presents a comprehensive ret-
rospective and prospective review of the field. Filled with robust examples from
real-world research, ample discussion of the historical, theoretical, and method-
ological foundations of the field, as well as coverage of key issues like data collec-
tion, interpretation, writing, and assessment, 7he Oxford Handbook of Qualitative
Research aims to be a valuable text for students, professors, and researchers.

In the interest of disclosure, it is necessary to note that the field of qualitative
inquiry is so broad that no book, even a handbook, can cover everything, certainly
not to all readers’ satisfaction. Even common phrases like “the qualitative research
community” are problematic as some may argue that there are multiple communi-
ties distinguished by location and/or the approaches they privilege. Nevertheless,
I use the term frequently as an umbrella, meant to signify the work of all qualitative
researchers who, even if not always connected to each other, are connected via the
use of qualitative techniques. There is also the issue of content. Because a handbook
cannot be all things to all people, I have approached it with practicality in mind.
Sometimes those who write about research practice are so enmeshed within the
debates in the community that the focus can become quite theoretical and esoteric.
This handbook offers the “meat and potatoes” of the field, sprinkled with different
condiments. If this were a cookbook, it would be comfort food with a few twists,
not exotic meals you need to go to specialty food stores to shop for. The hope is
that the handbook will be useful in the teaching of qualitative research to those with
little to no background in the subject, while still providing substantive contribu-
tions to the field that will be of interest to even the most experienced researchers.

‘ xxiii






CHAPTER

Introduction

Patricia Leavy'

Abstract

a chapter by chapter summary.

methodology, ethics, values, reflexivity

This chapter serves as the introduction to the Oxford Handbook of Quadlitative Research.The first half of
the chapter responds to two questions. First, the chapter addresses the question:What is qualitative
research? In answering the question, the chapter reviews the major elements of research: paradigm,
ontology, epistemology (which together form the philosophical basis of research), genre, methods,
theory, methodology (which operate at the level of praxis), ethics, values, and reflexivity (which merge
the philosophical and praxis dimensions of research). Second, the chapter addresses the question:VWho
are qualitative researchers? Leavy explains qualitative research as a form of bricolage and qualitative
researchers as bricoleurs.The remainder of the chapter reviews the contents of the handbook, providing

Key Words: Qualitative research, paradigm, ontology, epistemology, genre, methods, theory,

We shall not cease from exploration

and the end of all our exploring

will be to arrive where we started

and know the place for the first time.

— T S. Eliot

I open the introduction to the Oxford
Handbook of Qualitative Research with the pre-
ceding quote for two reasons. First, it captures
the essence of qualitative inquiry as a way of
understanding, describing, explaining, unravel-
ing, illuminating, chronicling, and document-
ing social life—which includes attention to
the everyday, to the mundane and ordinary, as
much as the extraordinary. Qualitative research
can involve the study of others, but also the self
and the complex relationships between, within,
and among people and groups, including our
own entanglements. The second reason I have
begun with this quote is because it opens Laurel
Richardson’s book Fields of Play: Constructing an
Academic Life (1997). This is one of my favorite

books, and, in it, Richardson expands the way
we think of ourselves as researchers, writers, and
knowers. What I intend to do by way of sharing
this is to locate myself within the field and within
this text—this is something that many qualitative
researchers aim to do, in various ways. In qualita-
tive research, we are not outside of our projects,
but located and shifting within them. Qualitative
research is an engaged way of building knowledge
about the social world and human experience,
and qualitative researchers are enmeshed in their

projects.

What Is Qualitative Research?

Science is a conversation between rigor
and imagination. (Abbott, 2004, p. 3)



Qualitative research is a way of learning about
social reality. Qualitative approaches to research can
be used across the disciplines to study a wide array
of topics. In the social and behavioral sciences, these
approaches to research are often used to explore,
describe, or explain social phenomenon; unpack
the meanings people ascribe to activities, situations,
events, or artefacts; build a depth of understand-
ing about some aspect of social life; build “thick
descriptions” (see Clifford Geertz, 1973) of people
in naturalistic settings; explore new or underre-
searched areas; or make micro—macro links (illumi-
nate connections between individuals—groups and
institutional and/or cultural contexts).

Qualitative research itself is an umbrella term
for a rich array of research practices and products.
Qualitative research is an expansive and continually
evolving methodological field that encompasses a
wide range of approaches to research, as well as mul-
tiple perspectives on the nature of research itself. It
has been argued that qualitative research developed
in an interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, or coun-
terdisciplinary field (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998;
Jovanic, 2011; Lorenz, 2010). This approach to
inquiry is unique, in part because of its philosophi-
cal and methodological diversity, as well as because
of the value system guiding research practice.

The diversity of the qualitative landscape, as well
as the gestalt of qualitative practice, is also partly
attributable to the context in which qualitative
research developed. Chapter 2 in this handbook
looks much more fully at the historical develop-
ment of qualitative research, but I would like to
briefly note the period of growth in the 1960s and
1970s because it bears directly on the richness of
contemporary qualitative practice.?

Although there were many pivotal works pub-
lished prior to the 1960s, the social justice move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s—the civil rights,
womens, gay rights, and peace movements—culmi-
nated in major changes in the academic landscape,
including the asking of new research questions and
the reframing of many previously asked research
approaches to
research. These movements in essence became sites

questions and  corresponding
for new ways of thinking and led to the critique of
dominant methods of scientific practice, many of
which relied on positivism (Jovanic, 2011). There
was a drive to include people historically excluded
from social research or included in ways that rein-
forced stereotypes and justified relations of oppres-
sion, and researchers became more cognizant of
power within the research process (Hesse-Biber &
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Leavy, 2011). A couple of decades later, interdisci-
plinary area studies that developed in the context
of critique—women’s studies, African-American
studies, Chicana/Chicano studies—began emerging
across academic institutions.

Because of the sociohistorical conditions in
which it developed, the qualitative tradition can be
characterized by its multiplicity of approaches to
research as well as by its focus on the uses to which
that research might be put. In this vein, there is a
social justice undercurrent to qualitative practice,
one that may be implicit or explicit depending on
the positioning and goals of the practitioner and the
project at hand.

Many qualitative researchers define qualitative
research by comparing it to quantitative research.
I myself have done this. However, instead of
describing what something is by explaining what it
isn’t, I focus on a discussion of the qualitative tradi-
tion as understood on its own merits.> One way of
understanding qualitative research is by considering
the key dimensions of any research practice and dis-
cussing them in terms of qualitative practice.

The Elements of Research

The main dimensions of research can be catego-
rized under three general categories: philosophical,
praxis, and ethics. The philosophical substructure
of research consists of three elements: paradigm,
ontology, and epistemology. At the level of praxis
there are four key elements of research: genre, meth-
ods, theory, and methodology. The ethical compass
(which combines philosophical and praxis dimen-
sions) includes three main elements: ethics, values,
and reflexivity (see Table 1.1).

Table 1.1 The elements of research

Philosophical Paradigm

Ontology

Epistemology

Praxis Genre

Methods

Theory

Methodology

Ethics (Philosophical Ethics

and Praxis)

Values

Reflexivity




THE PHILOSOPHICAL SUBSTRUCTURE OF
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

A range of beliefs guide research practice—beliefs
about how research should proceed, what can be
known, who can be a knower, and how we come to
know. Together, these beliefs form the philosophical
substructure of research and inform all aspects of
the research from topic selection to research design
to the final representation and dissemination of the
research findings and all phases in between.

A paradigm is a worldview through which knowl-
edge is filtered (Kuhn, 1962). In other words, it is
an overarching perspective that guides the research
process. I think of paradigms as sunglasses, with dif-
ferent color lenses. When you put a pair on, it influ-
ences everything you see. Qualitative research is
multiparadigmatic, with researchers working from
different worldviews (such as post-positivism, inter-
pretivism, and critical orientations), which makes it
a highly diverse field of inquiry.

An ontology is a philosophical belief system
about the nature of social reality, including what
we can learn about this reality and how we can
do so. In their classic definition, Egon Guba and
Yvonna Lincoln explained the ontological question
as: “What is the form and nature of reality and,
therefore, what is there that can be known about it?”
(1998, p. 201). Qualitative researchers adopt a per-
spective that suggests knowledge building is viewed
as generative and process-oriented. The truth is not
absolute and ready to be “discovered” by “objec-
tive” researchers, but rather it is contingent, con-
textual, and multiple (Saldafia, 2011). Subjectivity
is acknowledged and valued. Objectivity may be
redefined and achieved through the owning and
disclosing of one’s values system, not disavowing it
(Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).

If the ontological question is “What can be
known?” then the epistemological question is
“Who can be a knower?” An epistemology is a phil-
osophical belief system about how research pro-
ceeds as an embodied activity, how one embodies
the role of researcher, and the relationship between
the researcher and research participants (Guba
& Lincoln, 1998; Harding, 1987; Hesse-Biber
& Leavy, 2004; 2011). Qualitative researchers
work from many different epistemological posi-
tions. Researchers may work individually or as
a part of a team with their participants in the
co-creation of knowledge. From this perspective,
researchers are not considered neutral or objec-
tive in the traditional sense. Rather, researchers
acknowledge how their personal, professional, and

political commitments influence all aspects of their
research. Researchers are considered instruments in
qualitative research (Bresler, 2005; Saldana, 2011).
Research participants are valued and positioned
as knowledge bearers and co-creators. This posi-
tion rejects a hierarchical structure between the re-
searcher and research participants or the idea that
the researcher is the sole authority.

Together, the ontological and epistemological
belief systems guiding the research practice serves
as the philosophical basis or substructure of any
research practice (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011).
Although a researcher’s ontological and epistemo-
logical positions can vary across qualitative projects
and may be influenced by a range of other factors,
including theoretical and personal commitments,
generally, qualitative researchers seck to build par-
tial and contextualized truths in collaboration with
their research participants or through reflexive en-
gagement with their research texts.

PRAXIS: APPROACHES, METHODS,
AND THEORIES IN ACTION

Praxis is the doing of research—the practice of
research. Approaches, methods, and theories come
into being during praxis, as researchers build proj-
ects and execute on them, often making adjust-
ments along the way.

Genres of research are overarching categories for
different ways of approaching research (Saldafa,
2011). Each genre lends itself to studying particular
kinds of topics and includes a range of commonly
used methods of data collection, analysis, and rep-
resentation. Frequently used research genres include
but are not limited to field research, interview,
grounded theory, unobtrusive approaches, participa-
tory research, community-based research, arts-based
research, internet research, and multimethod and
mixed-method approaches. This is not an exhaustive
list. The genre within which a researcher works is
motivated by a combination of factors, including the
research topic, the research question(s), his or her
methodological preferences and experiences, and the
intended audience(s) for the research, as well as by a
range of pragmatic considerations such as funding,
time, and the researcher’s previous experience, skills,
and personal preferences.

Research methods are tools for data collection.
Research methods commonly used in qualitative
practice include but are not limited to ethnog-
raphy, autoethnography, duoethnography, narrative
inquiry, in-depth interview, semistructured inter-
view, focus group interview, oral history, document
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analysis, content analysis, historical-comparative
methods, poetic inquiry, audiovisual methods,
visual methods, photo-voice, case study, multiple
case study, discourse analysis, conversation analysis,
daily diary research, program evaluation, ethno-
drama, ethnotheatre, ethnocinema, play building,
and fiction-based research. As you can see, quali-
tative researchers use a range of tools for data col-
lection. Research methods are selected because they
are the best tools to gather the data sought for a
particular study. The selection of research methods
should be made in conjunction with the research
question(s) and purpose or objective. In other
words, depending on the research topic and how the
research questions are framed, as well as more prag-
matic issues such as access to participants or textual/
preexisting data sources, time, and practical skills,
researchers are guided to particular methods.

Each genre discussed earlier lends itself to the
use of particular methods. For example, the genre of
arts-based research lends itself to the use of ethno-
drama, ethnotheatre, ethnocinema, play building,
fiction-based research, poetic inquiry, audiovisual
methods, photo-voice, or visual methods. The
genre of interview research lends itself to the use of
in-depth interview, semistructured interview, focus
group interview, or oral history. Of course, these
genres are all more complicated in practice. For ex-
ample, discourse analysis is a method that may be
employed in an interview study, document analysis,
or narrative inquiry. Furthermore, depending on
the context in which one employs a method, such as
narrative inquiry, one might view it as an arts-based
approach, interview approach, way of doing auto-
ethnography, or a method of analysis. The intent
is not to confuse matters but, given how large and
diffuse the field of qualitative research is and the
variety of ways that methods can be creatively em-
ployed, it is important to understand that you may
come across these terms conceptualized in various
ways in the literature. One of the reasons that meth-
ods can be conceptualized and employed in many
different ways is because qualitative researchers also
draw on multiple theories.

A theory is an account of social reality that is
grounded in empirical data but extends beyond that
data. Numerous theoretical perspectives may guide
the research process, including but not limited to
post-positivism, interpretive, symbolic interaction-
ism, dramaturgy, phenomenology, ethnomethod-
ology, social constructionism, post-structuralism,
post-modernism, feminism, intersectionality the-
ory, queer theory, and critical race theory. This is
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also not an exhaustive list and in most instances
each of these theoretical perspectives are general cat-
egories for a range of more specific theories. A quali-
tative research study may also yield the development
of a new theory. In these instances, theory develops
inductively out of the research process. In other
words, the study generates data out of which a the-
ory is built—that theory is grounded in the empiri-
cal data from that study but extends beyond that
data and can be applied to other situations.

A methodology is plan for how research will pro-
ceed—combining methods and theory. The meth-
odology is what the researcher actually does once
he or she has combined the different elements of
research. The methodology is informed by the phil-
osophical beliefs guiding the research, the selection
of research methods, and the use of theory. One’s
attention to ethics and their corresponding values
system also influences how a study is designed and
how methods are employed. Although two studies
may use the same research method—for instance, a
focus group interview—the researchers’ methodolo-
gies may be completely different. In other words,
how they proceed with the research, based not only
on their data collection tool but also on how they
conceive of the use of that tool and thus structure
the study, determines their methodology. The level
of moderation and/or control a researcher exhib-
its during focus group interviews can vary greatly.
Methodologies are not standardized nor are they
typically etched in stone. Not only will method-
ological approaches to research vary across projects,
but, even within a particular project, methodologies
are often viewed as flexible and malleable. A qualita-
tive researcher might adjust his or her methodology
over the course of a project to facilitate new learning
or new insights or to adapt to unanticipated chal-
lenges, obstacles, or opportunities. The malleability
of qualitative methodologies is a strength of this
approach to knowledge generation.

It is important to note that although I have
reviewed methods for data collection as a part of
methodology, there are also methods or strategies
for qualitative data analysis, interpretation, rep-
resentation, and dissemination of research find-
ings. Similar to data collection tools and theories,
these too are diverse, making the methodological
possibilities rich.

ETHICS: BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

Ethics is an area that bridges the philosophical
and praxis aspects of research. Ethics play a central
role in any research practice. Typically, when we



think about ethics in social research, particularly
when working with human subjects, we are refer-
ring to issues such as preventing harm to the people
or settings involved in the study, avoiding exploita-
tion of research participants (with added attention
in the case of vulnerable populations), disclosure of
the nature of the study and how the findings will
be used, the voluntary nature of participation, and
confidentiality. Additionally, qualitative research-
ers have an ethical obligation to carefully consider
how research participants are portrayed and to act
sensitively.

Additional ethical issues are linked to a research-
er's ontological, epistemological, and practical
imperatives, which together form a researcher’s
values system. For instance, the real-world value
or public usefulness of the research, the inclusion
of underrepresented populations, the treatment of
anomalous or contradictory data, and the way that
the research findings are distributed to relevant
stakeholders—these issues are also connected to
ethical practice.

Reflexivity is also a core concept in the qualita-
tive community and refers to one’s attention to how
power and bias come to bear during all phases of the
research. As D. Soyini Madison suggests, reflexivity
is about “the politics of positionality” and acknowl-
edging our power, privileges, and biases throughout
the research process (2005, p. 6). The social justice
imperative of many qualitative projects is a driver
of reflexivity, as are critical and power-sensitive

Table 1.2 Summary of key elements of research

theoretical traditions. I suggest reflexivity is both
a philosophical perspective and a way of doing or
acting within the context of research, from start to
finish (see Table 1.2).

Given the wide range of approaches, tools, and
values that guide qualitative research, it is a rich
and evolving tradition with innumerable possibili-
ties for knowledge building and knowledge sharing.
Researchers can build, craft, or construct many dif-
ferent kinds of projects to study a nearly limitless
range of topics. For these reasons, many consider
qualitative research a craft or form of bricolage.

Who Are Qualitative Researchers?
We are all interpretive bricoleurs stuck in the
present working against the past as we move
into a politically charged and challenging future.
(Norman K. Denzin, 2010, p. 15)

The qualitative researcher can be thought of
as a bricoleur—someone who comfortably draws
on multiple bodies of scholarship, methods, and
theories to do her or his work. The term brico-
leur is attributed to Levi-Strauss (1966); however,
Denzin and Lincoln popularized applying the term
to the work of qualitative researchers. Thomas
A. Schwandt (2001) writes:

As a bricoleur, the qualitative inquirer is capable of
donning multiple identities—researcher, scientist,
artist, critic, and performer—and engaging in
different kinds of bricolage that consist of particular

Element Philosophical or Praxis Definition

Paradigm Philosophical Guiding worldview

Ontology Philosophical The nature of social reality and what can be known about it

Epistemology Philosophical The role of the researcher and researcher/participant relationship

Genres Praxis Categories of ways of approaching research

Methods Praxis Tools for data collection

Theory Praxis Account of social reality that extends beyond data

Methodology Praxis A plan for how research will proceed (combining methods,
theory, and ethics)

Ethics Philosophical and Praxis How one engages with, informs, and protects participants

Values System

Philosophical and Praxis

Usefulness and distribution to the public, inclusion of
underrepresented groups

Reflexivity

Philosophical and Praxis

Attention to power, bias, and researcher positionality
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configurations of (or ways of relating) various
fragments of inherited methodologies, methods,
empirical materials, perspectives, understandings,
ways of presentation, situated responsiveness, and so
on into a coherent, reasoned approach to a research
situation and problem. The bricolage appears to vary
depending on one’s allegiance to different notions of
interpretation, understanding, representation, and
so on drawn from various intellectual and practice
traditions. (p. 20)

Qualitative researchers may draw on scientific,
humanistic, artistic, and other disciplinary forms. In
this regard, qualitative research can be viewed as a
scholarly, practical, and creative pursuit. Researchers
need to be able to think analytically, symbolically,
imaginatively, and metaphorically (Saldana, 2011).
Moreover, projects often demand innovation, cre-
ativity, intuition, flexibility, and responsiveness
(adapting to new learning or practical problems).
This is a rigorous and often labor-intensive process.
Qualitative research commonly requires working
with others over an expanse of time and producing
large amounts of data for analysis while also demand-
ing sustained attention to ethics and values. It is also
a creative process—allowing researchers to experi-
ment, play, adapt, learn, and grow along the way.

Of course, pragmatic considerations come into
play when designing a project: funding, time, access
to needed participants or textual/preexisting data
sources, and the researcher’s previous experience,
skills, and personal preferences. Unfortunately, qual-
itative researchers are more often limited by practi-
cal issues than by their imaginative capabilities.

Despite these challenges, qualitative research
is also a deeply rewarding process that may result
in new learning about topics of import, increased
self-awareness, the forging of meaningful relation-
ships between co-creators of knowledge, the pro-
duction of public scholarship, and the impetus for
social change.

The Contents of This Handbook

As noted in the preface, no handbook can be
all things to all people. It’s impossible to cover the
entire field, and so I have approached the content
with practicality in mind: what one learning about
and/or embarking on qualitative research most
needs to know, peppered with advanced material
and prospective reviews intended to be of value to
even the most experienced researchers.

Part 1 of this handbook, “The Qualitative
Tradition,” offers a historical review of the field.
Specifically, Part 1 presents an overview of the
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history of qualitative research in the social sciences
and the ethical substructure of qualitative research
practice.

In  Chapter 2,
Qualitative Research in the Social Sciences,” Svend
Brinkmann, Michael Hviid Jacobsen, and Seren
Kristiansen provide a detailed history of qualita-
tive research in the social sciences. As they note,
this history is a complicated task because there is no
agreed-upon version but rather a variety of perspec-
tives. Accordingly, these authors present six histo-
ries of qualitative research: the conceptual history,
the internal history, the marginalizing history, the
repressed history, the social history, and the techno-
logical history. They also suggest that writing about
history is necessarily tied up with writing about the
future and thus conclude their contribution with a
vision of the field. In Chapter 3, “The History of
Historical-Comparative Methods in Sociology,”
Chares Demetriou and Victor Roudometof pres-
ent an overview of the historical trajectory of
comparative-historical sociology while consider-
ing the development of specific methodologi-
cal approaches. Next is Anna Traianou’s chapter,
“The Centrality of Ethics in Qualitative Research.”
Attention to the ethical substructure of research is
central to any qualitative practice and thus is given
priority as the closing chapter in Part 1. Traianou
details the main ethical issues in qualitative prac-
tice, bearing in mind the changing sociohistorical
climate in which research is carried out.

Part 2 of this handbook, “Approaches to
Qualitative Research,” presents an array of philo-
sophical approaches to qualitative research (all
of which have implications for research praxis).
Because qualitative research is a diverse tradition, itis
impossible to adequately cover all of the approaches
researchers may adopt. Nevertheless, Part 2 provides
both an overview of the key approaches to qualita-
tive research and detailed reviews of several com-
monly used approaches.

Part 2 opens with Renée Spencer, Julia M. Pryce,
and Jill Walsh’s chapter, “Philosophical Approaches
to Qualitative Research,” which provides a gen-
eral view of the philosophical approaches that
typically guide qualitative practice. They review
post-positivism, constructivism, critical theory,
feminism, and queer theory and offer a brief his-
tory of these approaches, considering the ontologi-
cal, epistemological, and axiological assumptions on
which they rest, and they detail some of their distin-
guishing features. They also identify three overarch-
ing, interrelated, and contested issues with which

“Historical Overview of



the field is being confronted: retaining the rich
diversity that has defined the field, the articulation
of recognizable standards for qualitative research,
and the commensurability of differing approaches.

After the overview in Chapter 5, we turn to
in-depth treatments of specific approaches to quali-
tative research. In Chapter 6, “Applied Interpretive
Approaches,” Sally E. Thorne turns to the applied
world of qualitative practice. Thorne considers how
many applied scholars have been departing from
established method to articulate approaches better
suited to the questions of the applied world. This
chapter considers the evolving relationship between
the methods and their disciplinary origins and cur-
rent trends in the direction of the applied interpre-
tive qualitative project. Interpretive description is
used as a methodological case in point to illustrate
the kinds of departures that applied approaches are
taking from their theoretical roots as they begin to
advance knowledge development within applied
contexts.

Chapter 7, “The Grounded Theory Method” by
Antony Bryant, reviews grounded theory, which, as
Bryant notes, is itself a somewhat misleading term
because it actually refers to a method that facili-
tates the development of new theoretical insights.
Bryant’s suggestion about the complexity of the
term itself is duly noted because this chapter could
easily have been placed in Part 3 of this handbook.
However, because grounded theory can be used in
conjunction with more than one method of data
collection, I have placed it in Part 2 as an approach
to research. This chapter provides background infor-
mation about the development of grounded theory
as well as its main features, procedures outputs, and
evaluation criteria.

The final three chapters in Part 2 tackle power-
sensitive or social justice approaches to qualitative
research that have emerged in the context of ac-
tivist and scholarly work. In Chapter 8, “Feminist
Qualitative Research: Toward Transformation
of Science and Society,” Maureen C. McHugh
offers an in-depth treatment of feminist qualita-
tive research, described in terms of its purposes
of addressing women’s lives, advocacy for women,
analysis of gender oppression, and transformation
of society. The chapter covers topics including
the feminist critiques of social science research,
the transformation of science from empiricism to
post-modernism (including intersectionality and
double consciousness), reflexivity, collaboration,
power analysis, advocacy, validity, and voice. Several
qualitative approaches to research are described in

relation to feminist research goals, with illustra-
tions of feminist research. In Chapter 9, “Critical
Approaches to Qualitative Research,” Kum-Kum
Bhavnani, Peter Chua, and Dana Collins reflect
on critical strategies in qualitative research and ex-
amine the meanings and debates associated with
the term “critical.” The authors contrast liberal
and dialectical notions and practices in relations to
social analysis and qualitative research. The chap-
ter also explores how critical social research may be
synonymous with critical ethnography in relation
to issues of power, positionality, representation,
and the production of situated knowledges. It uses
Bhavnani’s (1993) framework to draw on Dana
Collin’s research as a specific case to suggest how
the notion of the “critical” relates to ethnographic
research practices: ensuring feminist and queer ac-
countability, resisting reinscription, and integrating
lived experience. In Chapter 10, “Decolonizing
Research Practice: Indigenous Methodologies,
Aboriginal Methods, and Knowledge/Knowing,”
Mike Evans, Adrian Miller, Peter Hutchinson, and
Carlene Dingwall review Indigenous approaches to
research that are fundamentally rooted in the tradi-
tions and knowledge systems of Indigenous peo-
ples themselves. The authors suggest Indigenous
methodologies and methods have become both
systems for generating knowledge and ways of
responding to the processes of colonization. They
describe two approaches drawn from the work of
two Indigenous scholars with their communities in
Australia and Canada. They hope this work leads
not only to better, more pertinent research that is
well disseminated but also to improvement in the
situations of Indigenous communities and peoples.

The third section of this handbook, “Narrative
Inquiry, Field Research, and Interview Methods,”
provides chapters on a range of methods for collect-
ing data directly from people (groups or individu-
als) or by systematically observing people engaged
in activities in natural settings.

Part 3 begins with Chapter 11, “Practicing
Narrative Inquiry,” by Arthur P Bochner and
Nicholas A. Riggs. Arguably, this is a chapter that
could have appeared just as easily in Part 2 because
narrative is as much an approach to research as a
method, or in Part 4 because narrative inquiry can
be employed in the context of text- or arts-based
research, or even in Part 6 as an approach to analysis.
This chapter focuses on the development of the turn
toward narrative in the human sciences. The authors
trace the rise of narrative inquiry as it evolved in the
aftermath of the crisis of representation in the social
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sciences, locating the explosion of interest in sto-
ries and storytelling in changing population dem-
ographics and the debunking of venerable notions
about scientific knowledge. They show how narra-
tive inquiry offered an opportunity to humanize the
human sciences, placing people, meaning, and per-
sonal identity at the center of inquiry; inviting the
development of reflexive, relational, dialogic, and
interpretive methodologies; and drawing attention
to the need to focus not only on the actual but also
on the possible and the good. The chapter attempts
to synthesize the changing methodological orienta-
tions of qualitative researchers associated with nar-
rative inquiry, as well as their ethical commitments.
In the second half of the chapter, the focus shifts
to the divergent standpoints of small-story and
big-story researchers; the differences between nar-
rative analysis and narratives-under-analysis; and
various narrative practices that seek to help people
form better relationships, overcome oppressive ca-
nonical identities, amplify or reclaim moral agency,
and cope better with contingencies and difficulties
experienced over the course of life.

Chapter 12, “Ethnography,” by Anthony
Kwame Harrison, presents a new take on a clas-
sic method of qualitative research. Embracing the
trope of ethnography-as-narrative, this chapter uses
the mythic story of Bronislaw Malinowski’s—the
reputed “founding father” of the ethnographic
approach—early career and fieldwork as a vehicle
through which to explore key aspects of ethnog-
raphy’s history and development into a distinct
form of qualitative research. Through a series of
intervallic steps—in and out of Malinowski’s path
from Poland to the “Cambridge School” and even-
tually to the western Pacific—Harrison traces the
legacy of ethnography to its current position as a
critical, historically informed, and unfailingly evolv-
ing research endeavor. Harrison suggests that, as a
method continually reflected on and revised, eth-
nography is boundless.

In Chapter 13, “The Purposes, Practices, and
Principles of Autoethnographic Research,” Carolyn
Ellis and Tony E. Adams define autoethnography
according to their practice of the method, and they
describe its history and emergence within qualita-
tive social research and within psychology. They
propose general guiding principles for those seek-
ing to do autoethnography, such as using personal
experience, acknowledging existing research, under-
standing and critiquing cultural experience, using
insider knowledge, breaking silence, and maneuver-
ing through pain, confusion, anger, and uncertainty.
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They present autoethnography as a process and as
a product, one that can take a variety of represen-
tational forms. After offering ways to evaluate and
critique autoethnography, they conclude with a dis-
cussion of autoethnography as an orientation to the
living of life and an approach that has the potential
of making life better—for the writer, reader, partici-
pant, and larger culture.

Switching gears from generating data from
one’s own experiences to interviewing others,
the next three chapters detail different meth-
ods of interview. Chapter 14, “Unstructured
and Semistructured Interviewing,” by Svend
Brinkmann, provides an introduction to qualita-
tive interviewing as a social practice with a cul-
tural history. Issues addressed include different
levels of structure, numbers of participants,
media of interviewing, and also interviewer styles.
A more detailed exposition of semistructured life
world interviewing is offered, as Brinkmann sug-
gests this is arguably the standard form of qualita-
tive interviewing today. The next chapter is “Oral
History Interviewing: Issues and Possibilities” by
Valerie J. Janesick. As she explains, oral history
resides in storytelling and involves the collec-
tion of stories, statements, and reminiscences of a
person or persons who have firsthand knowledge
of any number of experiences. Oral history offers
qualitative researchers a way to capture the lived
experiences of participants. The techniques of oral
history may include interviews, document anal-
ysis, photographs, and video. Three major issues
that emerge are those of social justice, arts-based
approaches to oral history, and transdisciplinarity.
Janesick notes that, in the current climate, there
are endless possibilities in terms of using digital
techniques for data presentation, data analysis,
and dissemination. In Chapter 16, “Focus Group
Research: Retrospect and Prospect,” by George
Kamberelis and Greg Dimitriadis, we turn to a
method of group interviewing. First, the authors
highlight the historical origins, tensions, and con-
tinuities/discontinuities of focus group research.
Second, they suggest that focus group research
embodies three primary, related functions: an
inquiry function, a pedagogical function, and a
political function. Third, they explore issues in-
cluding mitigating the researcher’s authority;
disclosing the constitutive power of discourse;
approximating the natural; filling in knowledge
gaps and saturating understanding; drawing out
complexity, nuance, and contradiction; disclosing
eclipsed connections; and creating opportunities



for political activism. Fourth, they discuss con-
temporary threats to focus group work, and they
conclude with what they see as new research fron-
tiers for focus group research, especially in rela-
tion to new information technologies.

Part 3 concludes with Erica Tucker’s chapter
“Museum Studies” which, as an entire area of study,
arguably could have been placed in other sections
of the handbook (such as the next section on mul-
timethod research). However, given that museum
studies often involve ethnographic observations in
natural settings, I conclude Part 3 with this chap-
ter. Tucker reviews the major research methods
used to study museums, including gallery analy-
ses and interviews with museum visitors, profes-
sionals, and stakeholders, as well as ethnographic
fieldwork. Drawing from a range of case studies
conducted by museum practitioners, anthropolo-
gists, historians, and other museum studies scholars,
the author explores how these qualitative methods
can be adapted to the study of exhibits, programs,
and museums as knowledge-generating institutions.
Approaches to research design, data analyses, and
representation are also examined.

The next section of the handbook, “Text,
Arts-Based, and Internet Methods,” considers how
qualitative researchers work with nonliving data or
through mediated forms. Although these methods
are at times considered unobtrusive (because the
data exist independent of the research; e.g., in the
case of content analyzing newspapers), there are also
many participatory approaches that are considered
(such as participatory arts-based research).

Chapter 18, “Content Analysis,” by Lindsay
Prior, focuses on the ways in which content anal-
ysis can be used to investigate and describe inter-
view and textual data. The author considers the
method in both qualitative and quantitative social
research. Examples of four different kinds of data
are subjected to content analysis. Using a distinc-
tive style of content analysis that calls on the notion
of semantic networks, Prior shows how the method
can be used either independently or in conjunc-
tion with other forms of inquiry (including various
styles of discourse analysis) to analyze data and also
how it can be used to verify and underpin claims
that arise out of analysis. The chapter ends with an
overview of the different ways in which the study
of “content”—especially the study of document
content—can be positioned in social scientific
research projects.

Chapter 19, “Photography asa Research Method,”
by Gunilla Holm, reviews the development of

photography as a research method in social sciences.
Holm describes the different types of photographs
used, such as archival photographs, photographs
taken by the researcher, and photographs taken by
participants. The uses of different approaches to ob-
tain photographs and issues of interest concerning
each approach are presented. The most common
approaches to analyze photographs, such as content
analysis, discourse analysis, and ethnographic anal-
ysis, are described. Questions surrounding interpre-
tation and ethical practice are also considered.

Chapter 20, “Arts-Based Research Practice:
Merging Social Research and the Creative Arts,” by
Gioia Chilton and Patricia Leavy, offers an overview
of the emerging genre of arts-based research (ABR).
ABR adapts the tenets of the creative arts in social
research in order to approach research questions in
new ways, ask new questions, and make research
findings publicly accessible, evocative, and engaged.
The authors provide a retrospective and prospec-
tive overview of the field, including a review of
the some of the pioneers of ABR, methodological
principles, robust examples of ABR within different
artistic genres, assessment criteria, and the future of
the field.

The final chapter in this section of the handbook
is “Qualitative Approaches in Internet-Mediated
Research: Opportunities, Issues, Possibilities” by
Claire Hewson. Internet-mediated research (IMR)
has grown expansively over the past decade, in both
its scope and range of methodological possibilities
and in its breadth of penetration across disciplines
and research domains. However, the use of IMR
approaches to support qualitative research has lagged
behind its application in supporting quantitative
methods. This chapter discusses the possibilities and
scope for using IMR methods in qualitative research
and considers some of the issues and debates that
have led some qualitative researchers to be reluctant
to consider this approach as a viable alternative to
traditional offline methods. Hewson adopts an opti-
mistic stance on the potential for qualitative IMR
and outlines a range of possible methods and strate-
gies, punctuated with examples of successful (as well
as less successful) studies. The chapter also covers
practical issues and offers a commentary on the pos-
sible future of IMR.

Part 5 of the handbook, “Multimethod, Mixed
Method, and Participatory Designs,” focuses on
approaches to research that typically rely on the use
of more than one method of data collection and/
or the participation of nonacademic stakeholders.
Several of the chapters in this section could easily
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have been placed in Part 2 of the handbook because
they can be viewed as “approaches” to research.
Again, this illustrates how fluid the field of quali-
tative research is, with its overlaps in definitions
and practice. Notwithstanding the suggestion that
some of these chapters cover broad approaches to
research, I have placed them in this section of the
handbook because they generally involve the use of
more than one method.

Chapter 22, “Case Study Research: In-Depth
Understanding in Context,” by Helen R. Simons,
explores case study as a major approach to research
and evaluation. After first noting various contexts
in which case studies are commonly used, the chap-
ter focuses on case study research directly. Strengths
and potential problematic issues are outlined, as are
key phases of the process. The chapter emphasizes
how important it is to design the case, to collect and
interpret data in ways that highlight the qualita-
tive, to have an ethical practice that values multiple
perspectives and political interests, and to report
creatively to facilitate use in policy making and
practice. Finally, the chapter explores how to gener-
alize from the singular case. Concluding questions
center on the need to think more imaginatively
about design and the range of methods and forms
of reporting available to persuade audiences to value
qualitative ways of knowing in case study research.

In Chapter 23, “Program Evaluation,” Paul
R. Brandon and Anna L. Ah Sam offer a detailed
overview of program evaluation situated in the
historical context in which this practice has devel-
oped. The chapter includes discussion regarding the
choice of methods, some of which are used primarily
within evaluation approaches to conducting evalu-
ation; the aspects of programs that evaluators typi-
cally address; the concept of value; the differences
between evaluation and social science research;
research on evaluation topics; and the major evalu-
ation issues and concerns that have dominated dis-
cussion in the literature.

The following two chapters cover approaches
to research that involve community participa-
tion. Chapter 24 “Community-Based Research:
Understanding the Principles, Practices, Challenges,
and Rationale,” by Margaret R. Boyd, reviews the
inclusion of community members in research prac-
tice. This chapter is an introduction to the histori-
cal roots and subdivisions within community-based
research (CBR) and discusses the core principles
and skills useful when designing and working with
community members in a collaborative, innova-
tive, and transformative research partnership. The
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rationale for working within this research paradigm
is discussed as are the challenges researchers and
practitioners face when conducting CBR. Boyd sug-
gests CBR challenges the traditional research para-
digm by recognizing that complex social problems
must involve multiple stakeholders in the research
process—not as subjects but as co-investigators and
co-authors. It is an “orientation to inquiry” rather
than a methodology and reflects a transdisciplinary
paradigm by including academics from many dif-
ferent disciplines, community members, activists,
and often students in all stages of the research pro-
cess. As the scholarship and practice of this form
of research has increased dramatically over the past
twenty years, this chapter looks at both new and
emerging issues, as well as at founding questions
that continue to draw debate in the contemporary
discourse. In Chapter 25, “Lineages: A Past, Present,
and Future of Participatory Action Research,” Sarah
Zeller-Berkman provides a historical overview of
participatory action research (PAR). Like CBR,
this is a social justice—oriented approach to research
that transcends method but relies on a variety of
qualitative methods. Zeller-Berkman writes that
PAR in the twenty-first century asserts a democra-
tization of who has the right to create knowledge,
research social conditions, engage in participatory
processes, and take action. People using PAR gener-
ally believe that knowledge has and will continue
to be a source of power. Participatory research is
an attempt to shift the balance of power back in
favor of people who have historically been denied
representational power.

The next chapter in the handbook covers the
methodological work being done in the content
area of disaster research.* In “Qualitative Disaster
Research,” Brenda D. Phillips provides an overview
of the history of qualitative disaster research since
the 1920s. Challenges associated with conducting
disaster research, particularly field-based studies,
are presented. The chapter also discusses ethical
challenges related to homeland security and the
emotional impacts of disaster research on humans.
Sections then lay out issues specific to the life cycle
of disasters (preparedness, response, mitigation, and
recovery), data gathering techniques commonly
used (interviews, documents, observations, visual
data), and strategies for data analysis. A final section
links efforts to strengthen the trustworthiness and
credibility of qualitative research to disaster studies.

The final chapter in this section of the handbook
covers mixed-methods research. In Chapter 27,
“Conducting Mixed-Methods Research: Using



Dialectical Pluralism and Social Psychological
Strategies,” R. Burke Johnson, Tony Onwuegbuzie,
Susan Tucker, and Marjorie L. Icenogle first sum-
marize the philosophy of dialectical pluralism
(DP). Ontologically, DP views reality as plural and
changing. Epistemologically, DP follows a dialecti-
cal, dialogical, hermeneutical approach to listen-
ing, interacting, and learning from “the other.”
Theoretically, DP integrates concepts especially
from Rawls (e.g., procedural justice, reasonable
pluralism, overlapping consensus, realistic utopia),
Dewey (e.g., deliberative democracy, community,
inquiry, growth), and Habermas (e.g., communica-
tive rationality, deliberative democracy, discourse
ethics, knowledge, public sphere). From empirical
research, the authors draw on concepts and findings
from social psychological literatures such as conflict
management, negotiation, small-group psychol-
ogy, group counseling, group dynamics, political
diplomacy, deliberative democracy, and workplace
justice. Dialectal pluralism requires purposeful con-
struction of teams that include multiple/different
values and perspectives and stakeholders from the
most disadvantaged affected groups. The group pro-
cess operates from the position of equal power, the
use of social psychological strategies, and the work-
ing toward win-win solutions.

Part 6 of the handbook, “Analysis, Interpretation,
Representation, and Evaluation,” covers a range of
topics, including the analysis and interpretation of
qualitative data, writing up qualitative research, and
issues pertaining to evaluation.

The first two chapters in this section review
qualitative data analysis. Chapter 28, “Coding and
Analysis Strategies,” by Johnny Saldafia, provides
an overview of selected qualitative data analytic
strategies, with a particular focus on codes and cod-
ing. Preparatory strategies for a qualitative research
study and data management are first outlined. Six
coding methods are then profiled using compara-
ble interview data: process coding, in vivo coding,
descriptive coding, values coding, dramaturgical
coding, and versus coding. Strategies for construct-
ing themes and assertions from the data then fol-
low. Analytic memo writing is woven throughout
the preceding as a method for generating additional
analytic insight. Next, display- and arts-based
strategies are provided, followed by recommended
qualitative data analytic software programs and a
discussion on verifying the researcher’s analytic find-
ings. Chapter 29, “Computer-Assisted Analysis of
Qualitative Research,” by Christina Silver and Ann
E Lewins, picks up on the discussion of qualitative

data analytic software programs (although it should
be noted that this chapter also considers how tech-
nology can be used in data collection). Silver and
Lewins focus on the current state of technological
support for qualitative research practice. The chap-
ter focuses on technology and how it assists three
main aspects of qualitative research: data collection,
preparation, and/or transcription; bibliographic
management and systematic literature reviews; and
data management and analysis. The main body of
the chapter discusses the functionality, role, and
implications of Computer Assisted Qualitative
Data AnalysiS (CAQDAS) tools. Three recent
trends in computer assistance are emphasized: sup-
port for visual analysis, support for mixed-methods
approaches, and online solutions.

Moving from data analysis to interpretation,
Chapter 30, “Interpretation Strategies: Appropriate
Concepts,” by Allen Trent and Jeasik Cho, presents
a wide range of concepts related to interpretation
in qualitative research. The chapter examines the
meaning and importance of interpretation in quali-
tative inquiry and explores the ways methodology,
data, and the self/researcher as instrument interact
and impact interpretive processes. Additionally, the
chapter presents a series of strategies for qualitative
researchers engaged in the process of interpreta-
tion. The chapter closes by presenting a framework
for qualitative researchers designed to inform their
interpretations. The framework includes attention
to the key qualitative research concepts transpar-
ency, reflexivity, analysis, validity, evidence, and
literature. Four questions frame the chapter: What
is interpretation and why are interpretive strategies
important in qualitative research? How do method-
ology, data, and the researcher/self impact interpre-
tation in qualitative research? How do qualitative
researchers engage in the process of interpretation?
And, in what ways can a framework for interpreta-
tion strategies support qualitative researchers across
multiple methodologies and paradigms?

Chapter 31, “Writing Up Qualitative Research,”
by Jane Gilgun, provides guidelines for writing
journal articles based on qualitative approaches. The
guidelines are a part of the tradition of the Chicago
School of Sociology and the author’s experience
as an author and reviewer. The guidelines include
understanding experiences in context, immersion,
interpretations grounded in accounts of informants’
lived experiences, and conceiving of research as
action-oriented. Gilgun suggests excellent write-ups
have “grab”; that is, accounts that jump off the page
and convey a sense of lived experiences. Although
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most of the chapter addresses the writing of con-
ventional research reports, there is some coverage of
writing articles that report findings resulting from
ethnographies, autoethnographies, performances,
poetry, and photography and other media.

The final chapter in this section of the handbook,
“Evaluating Qualitative Research,” by Jeasik Cho
and Allen Trent, addresses a wide range of theories
and practices related to the evaluation of qualitative
research (EQR). The authors present six categories
of EQR: (1) a positivist category; (2) Lincoln and
Guba’s alternative category; (3) a “subtle-realist”
category developed by Hammersley, Atkinson, and
Seale; (4) a general EQR category; (5) a category
of post-criteriology; and (6) a post-validity category.
The authors offer several evaluation strategies for
EQR by providing a variety of examples. They also
discuss a path forward for EQR. They conclude
with a holistic view of EQR needed to collectively
construct/confront inner and outer challenges to
qualitative paradigms in the twenty-first century.

The final section of the handbook, “Conclusion:
Politics and The Public,” offers some final thoughts
about the politics of qualitative research, the impor-
tance of public scholarship, and the future of qualita-
tive research in a transdisciplinary context.

In Chapter 33, “The Politics of Research,” Michael
D. Giardina and Joshua I. Newman critically interro-
gate the politics of research currently dominating US
higher education, a politics that is shaped as much
by theoretical and methodological questions and
debates as it is by prevailing social, cultural, politi-
cal, and economic forces. The authors arguments
are guided by four primary questions: How and to
what do the cultural and political priorities of the
free-marketized, corporate university impact, direct,
or confound the conduct of research? How and to
what extent does politics situate methodologies? How
and to what extent is the research act impinged on
by such particularities as institutional review boards,
national funding councils, scholarly journals, and the
promotion and tenure process? And, how and where
do we as academics fit into this new research climate?
Giardina and Newman also provide a series of prac-
tical recommendations for professors and students
alike who seek to actively confront and challenge the
academic—industrial complex.

The closing chapter, “A Brief Statement on the
Public and the Future of Qualitative Research,” offers
some final comments about the future of qualitative
research. I suggest that there is a widespread move
from a disciplinary to a transdisciplinary research
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structure in which problems of importance are at the
center of research practices (see Leavy, 2011). Within
this context, qualitative researchers are well posi-
tioned to advance because of their ability to develop
responsive and flexible research designs and present
their work in multiple formats. Furthermore, I note
how the broader move toward public scholarship is
propelling both the practice of qualitative research
and the teaching of qualitative methods.

Notes

1. Thank you to Dr. Tony Adams for providing his thought-
ful and most helpful feedback on an earlier draft of this
chapter.

2. There is qualitative work that can be pointed to in the late
1800s and early 1900s. However, it was the use of eth-
nography and related methods in the 1920s by researchers
at the University of Chicago who were primarily studying
urbanization (popularly deemed “The Chicago School of
Sociology”) that prompted the use of qualitative methods
in sociology departments around the United States. In the
1960s, the qualitative tradition fully emerged.

3. Chapter 2 of this handbook, “Historical Overview of
Qualitative Research in the Social Sciences,” by Brinkmann,
Jacobsen, and Kristiansen, provides a rich discussion of the
history of qualitative research in relation to quantitative
research.

4. 'There has been little documentation of the methodological
work done in this field and therefore this chapter represents a
significant contribution to the literature on both qualitative
research and disaster studies.
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CHAPTER

Historical Overview of Qualitative
Research in the Social Sciences

Svend Brinkmann, Michael Hviid Jacobsen, and Sgren Kristiansen

Abstract

qualitative research.

sociology, technology

Qualitative research does not represent a monolithic, agreed-upon approach to research but is a
vibrant and contested field with many contradictions and different perspectives. In order to respect

the multivoicedness of qualitative research, we will approach its history in the plural—as a variety of
histories.We will work polyvocally and focus on six histories of qualitative research, which are sometimes
overlapping, sometimes in conflict,and sometimes even incommensurable.They can be considered

as articulations of different discourses about the history of the field, which compete for researchers’
attention. The six histories are: (1) the conceptual history of qualitative research, (2) the internal history
of qualitative research, (3) the marginalizing history of qualitative research, (4) the repressed history of
qualitative research, (5) the social history of qualitative research, and (6) the technological history of

Key Words: qualitative research, history of science, social history, phenomenology, hermeneutics,

History writing is not just about charting the
past but also about prospects for the future. There
is no doubt that one’s way of depicting the past is
greatly important for how the future will unfold.
This holds for human history in general but is per-
haps particularly true for a contested field such as
qualitative research. For decades, especially in the
years following the rise of positivist social science
in the mid-twentieth century, qualitative research
methods were considered of little value, and some
even deemed them unscientific. Fortunately, this
situation has been changing in recent years, and
while disciplines such as social anthropology and
communication studies have always been open to
qualitative inquiry (and have even been built around
them in the case of ethnography), disciplines in the
health sciences and psychology are now rediscover-
ing their roots in qualitative studies of human lives
and social phenomena. Most social sciences such

as sociology and political science lie somewhere
between an unproblematic acceptance of and mild
hostility toward qualitative inquiry, with huge local
differences concerning openness toward qualitative
research.

In this chapter, we do not seek to articulate zhe
history of qualitative research in the social sciences,
as this could easily monopolize one interpretation
of the past with unfortunate consequences for the
future. Qualitative research does not represent a
monolithic, once-and-for-all, agreed-upon approach
to research but is a vibrant and contested field with
many contradictions and different perspectives. In
order to respect the multivoicedness of qualitative
research and inquire into its past in a way that is
more congenial to a qualitative stance, we will pres-
ent a variety of histories (in the plural) of qualitative
research in the social sciences. Some of these his-
tories are quite well known to insiders of the field,
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while others may be more surprising and perhaps
even provocative. One thing to be avoided is writing
the historical narratives as Whig history, presenting
the development of qualitative research as necessarily
progressing towards enlightenment and liberation.
There is still a tendency among some qualitative
researchers to present their methods of inquiry as
inherently more humane and liberating than the
“objectifying” measures of quantitative researchers.
This, we find, is a myth—which sometimes goes
by the name “qualitative ethicism” (Brinkmann &
Kvale, 2005)—but it is a myth that may be under-
standable as qualitative researchers here and there
feel marginalized and have been looking for solid
arguments to justify their practices. The marginaliza-
tion of qualitative research, however, is possibly itself
another myth that we will challenge in the muld-
perspectival histories to be unfolded in this chapter.

History writing in any field presupposes that it is
possible to delineate and delimit the field whose his-
tory one is interested in recounting. This is a signifi-
cant problem in qualitative research, so this gives us
one further reason to approach the matter in terms of
histories in the plural. We are aware that interesting
accounts of the historical development of qualitative
research exist, such as Denzin and Lincoln’s useful
depiction of the so-called “eight historical moments”
in the development of qualitative research (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2011). We believe, however, that there
are too many separate qualitative histories in the dif-
ferent social science disciplines and too little overall
cumulative development for us to dare attempt a
grand narrative of the history of qualitative research.

To repeat our basic point, history writing is not
just about the past but also about the present and the
future. When one knows how something came to
be, one will often know what it presently is, and one
will have a powerful voice in determining how it will
develop in the future. In what follows, we will work
polyvocally and focus on six histories of qualitative
research, which are sometimes overlapping, sometimes
in conflict, and sometimes even incommensurable.
They can be considered as articulations of differ-
ent discourses about the history of the field, which
compete for researchers attention. The six histories
are: (1) the conceptual history of qualitative research,
(2) the internal history of qualitative research, (3) the
marginalizing history of qualitative research, (4) the
repressed history of qualitative research, (5) the social
history of qualitative research, and (6) the technologi-
cal history of qualitative research.

Obviously, these histories represent our selec-
tion. They are not representative or exhaustive of

all possible histories about qualitative research, and
others would undoubtedly have cut the historical
cake differently. Therefore, ironically, this chapter
with its preselected histories might itself become
a subject of qualitative scrutiny. As in all qualita-
tive research, it remains a fundamental premise that
different aspects of reality are salient for different
researchers, but as always, this should be considered
a virtue rather than a vice. It enables us to celebrate
the richness of a past that allows us to reflect upon
it from so many different angles, giving us so many
different interpretations. Not all histories, however,
are given equal space in our account. With some
of them, we tell a short story, perhaps offering a
novel perspective, while with others, we recount a
longer and more elaborated story. This goes in par-
ticular for the second internal history of qualitative
research, concentrating in some detail on giants such
as Husserl, Heidegger, Gadamer, Blumer, Goffman,
and Garfinkel. We have been guided in our selec-
tion by an ambition to understand the development
of qualitative research as more than a pure history
of ideas. We will argue against this form of idealism,
which looks at theories and paradigms in abstrac-
tion from broader social, cultural, political, and
technological forces; and we will try to show that
it has often been exactly such forces that have been
pushing qualitative research forward (or, in some
cases perhaps, backward). This, of course, should
not be thought of as rendering qualitative research
invalid, for no forms of research exist in a histori-
cal vacuum, but it should instead enable qualitative
researchers now and in the future to understand the
complexities of their practices better.

The Conceptual History of
Qualitative Research

Our first history is a basic conceptual history
of the term “qualitative research.” While the term
itself is much younger than one should think, the
adjective “qualitative” has a longer history. Medieval
philosophers of scholasticism distinguished qualia
(the qualities of things) from guanta (the quanti-
ties) hundreds of years ago, and, with modern phi-
losophy from the seventeenth century onwards,
empiricist philosophers like John Locke argued
that there are different kinds of qualities: primary
qualities were thought to be independent of observ-
ers and are for example extension, number, and
solidity. Secondary qualities, on the other hand,
were thought to be produced as effects in observ-
ers such as colors, tastes, and smells. Modern phi-
losophers—those who worked in the post-medieval
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world (Descartes, Locke, Hume, etc.)—confined
the secondary qualities to the subjective mind,
since the new natural scientists (Galileo, Newton)
had seemingly demonstrated that objective reality is
nothing but matter in motion. The book of nature
is written in the language of mathematics, Galileo
said, implying a metaphysics of quantities as the pri-
mary reality. A new subjective/objective dichotomy
thus arose, relegating human experience and all the
sounds, sights, and smells that we live with to the
realm of the subjective. In many ways, today’s quali-
tative researchers still struggle with this issue and
are sometimes accused of being unscientific due to
the significance of subjectivity in their endeavors,
having inherited the problem of objectivity versus
subjectivity in large parts from seventeenth century
metaphysics.

Not all philosophers after Locke, or scientists
after Galileo and Newton, were satisfied with the
division of the world into “objective” primary quali-
ties (that can be studied scientifically) and “subjec-
tive” secondary qualities. There is a great difference,
Goethe would argue in 1810 in his 7heory of Colors,
between studying colors in terms of Newtonian
optics and in terms of human experience, and
although the latter cannot reasonably be reduced
to the former, it does not mean that it is any less
important or amenable to systematic scientific stud-
ies. As an example of a field of human experience,
Goethe argued that our understanding of colors has
suffered greatly from being understood in terms of
mechanical optics (see Robinson, 2002, p. 10), and
one can read his theory as an early gualitative study
of the phenomenology of colors (see also Giorgi &
Giorgi, 2008, for a reading of Goethe as a phenom-
enologist avant la lettre).

Moving from discussing the term “qualitative”
to “qualitative research,” we may note that it was
only quite late in the twentieth century that qualita-
tive research became a self-defining field of inquiry,
although researchers had been employing similar
methodologies before. In his book on writing up
qualitative research, Harry Wolcott (2009) reminds
us that, “Prior to the past three or four decades,
not much had been written about field methods”
(p. 80), and, he continues, “As best I recall, the
phrase ‘qualitative research’ was rarely (never?) heard
in the 1960s. Of what had been written earlier, out-
side their respective academic disciplines, the same
few references and the same few illustrative stud-
ies were cited almost to the exclusion of all others.”
(p. 80). He mentions Bronislaw Malinowski’s intro-
duction to his 1922 classic Argonauts of the Western

Pacific and William E Whyte’s 1943 Streer Corner
Society, both of which were first and foremost eth-
nographies—and only secondarily methodologies
treatises. Prior to around 1970, researchers in soci-
ology and anthropology would look to such classics
for inspiration rather than to specific methodologi-
cal handbooks on “qualitative research.”

Wolcott’s memories seem to be corroborated
by a search in contemporary scientific databases.
A general search in all databases of the Web of
Knowledge, Science Citation Index Expanded
(which contains articles that date back to 1899 from
all sciences) reveals that the term “qualitative” was
widely used from 1900 but ony in natural sciences
such as chemistry. Even today, qualitative analysis
remains an important sub-discipline in chemis-
try (working with the analysis and classification of
chemical compounds) alongside the quantitative
sub-disciplines of this science. The first article that
appears in a broad search is from 1900 and bears
the title: “On the qualitative separation of nickel
from cobalt by the action of ammonium hydroxide
on the ferricyandies” by Browning and Hartwell.
If one excludes the natural and technical sciences,
then the term “qualitative” appears in early psycho-
logical papers—for example, “A qualitative analysis
of tickling—TIts relation to cutaneous and organic
sensation,” published in 1908, and “Some qualita-
tive aspects of bitonal complexes” from 1921, both
appearing in the American Journal of Psychology.
These texts belong to the psychology of perception
and come quite close to physiology (or “psycho-
physiology” as it was called). The term “qualita-
tive” in the early twentieth century was thus quite
closely connected to natural science disciplines
such as chemistry, physiology, and the psychol-
ogy of perception and appeared much later in the
social sciences as such. According to Karpatschof
(2010), who has studied the emergence of qualita-
tive methods within the social sciences, the term is
hardly used until 1970, which is a kind of historical
take-off point, after which there is an exponential
growth in the discourse of qualitative methods in
the social sciences. This has continued to the pres-
ent day, and we have recently witnessed a veritable
boom of qualitative research in the human and
social sciences, which is not just seen in the out-
put of research publications that employ qualitative
methods, but especially in the numerous method-
ology books that are published every year. As an
example, if one takes a look at most catalogues from
academic publishing houses and scans the pages of
new titles within disciplines such as sociology, the
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amount of new qualitative research titles will often
greatly outnumber the new titles within quantita-
tive methodology.

The question then becomes: Why did a need
arise around 1970 for qualitative research to define
itself as such in the social sciences, often antagonis-
tically in relation to what it is 7oz (i.e. quantitative
research)? Why at this particular point in time? After
all, books employing interviewing and fieldwork
had been published earlier in the twentieth century
but without invoking the qualitative-quantitative
binary. And why do we find in recent decades a
need to overcome this distinction again, witnessed,
for example, in the wave of so-called “mixed meth-
ods?” There are no simple answers to these ques-
tions, but it seems likely that the general growth in
knowledge production in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century, with a new “knowledge economy” and
increased significance of techno-scientific knowl-
edge, pushed researchers to identify with specific
traditions of knowledge production. Karpatschof
(2010) has argued that social anthropologists have
always used qualitative methods because they have
as a rule studied “traditional societies,” whereas soci-
ologists have more often used quantitative methods
because they have studied modern or “serialized”
societies with demographics that easily lend them-
selves to quantitative studies. We may speculate that
qualitative research gains in importance after 1970
with the emergence of postmodernity, signaling a
new dynamic, multiperspectival, and emergent
social complexity that cannot easily be captured with
the use of quantitative methods (we return to this
idea when we address the social history of qualita-
tive research below). Also, with the disputes around
positivism as a philosophy of science, which began
in the middle of the century, a need arose to signal
that one can work systematically and methodically
without subscribing to the tenets of positivism, and
here the term “qualitative research” came in handy.
Another way of expressing this argument has been
put forward by Jovanovic (2011), who has argued
that in order to fully understand the emergence and
development of qualitative approaches, one needs
to put the historical trajectory of the quantita-
tive—qualitative divide under scrutiny. As Jovanovic
points out, qualitative research is much more than
just methods, procedures, and techniques. It is in
fact an entire a worldview. Qualitative research
thus may entail an understanding of human beings
and the world that is fundamentally different from
quantitative research and therefore “a plausible
positioning of qualitative research in the history of

social sciences and in its social context requires a
historical reconstruction of the processes by which
the quantitative-qualitative distinction has become
an intellectual as well as a social tool” (Jovanovic,
2011, p. 4). In conducting a reconstruction of the
socio-historical processes that laid the grounds for
the emergence of modern science—a process that is
labeled “the quest for certainty”—]Jovanovic illumi-
nates some of the very important processes in both
the emergence of qualitative research as well its
re-emergence in the late 1960s and 1970s. All in all,
it was seemingly a mix of political and philosophi-
cal discussions that would drive the development of
qualitative research forward, as we will see further
reflected in the different histories that follow.

The Internal History of
Qualitative Research

There are many—at times conflicting—schools
of thought, traditions, paradigms, and perspec-
tives included under the heading of “qualitative
research.” Moreover, it seems as if the realm of what
is defined as “qualitative research” is constantly
expanding (Flick, 2002). Telling the internal his-
tory of qualitative research means articulating how
the history looks to dedicated qualitative researchers
from inside the field. We will unfold this history
by emphasizing three philosophical foundations of
qualitative research: (1) the German tradition of
Verstehen (Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Gadamer) lead-
ing to different hermeneutic perspectives such as
Geertz in anthropology, (2) the phenomenological
tradition (Husserl) leading to different phenomeno-
logical research methods, and finally (3) the North
American traditions of pragmatism, Chicago soci-
ology, Goffman’s dramaturgical approach, symbolic
interactionism, and ethnomethodology that in dif-
ferent ways remain important to current concerns
in the social sciences. We will also briefly address
ethnographic fieldwork as an approach that cuts
across most of the paradigmatic differences in quali-
tative inquiry.

Hermeneutics

Hermeneutics is the art of interpretation and
thus fundamental to much if not all qualitative
research. Originally, with Friedrich Schleiermacher
(1768— 1834), hermeneutics was developed as a
methodology for interpreting texts, notably biblical
texts (see Brinkmann, 2005). There was at the time a
pressing need to find a way to understand the scrip-
tures correctly. With Wilhelm Dilthey (1833—1911)
in the late nineteenth century, hermeneutics was
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extended to human life itself, conceived as an ongo-
ing process of interpretation. Dilthey developed a
descriptive psychology, an approach to understand-
ing human life that was fundamentally different
from how the natural sciences work. We explain
nature through scientific activity, Dilthey said, but
we have to understand human cultural and histori-
cal life. A life, as the hermeneutic philosopher Paul
Ricoeur said a century after Dilthey, “is no more
than a biological phenomenon as long as it has
not been interpreted.” (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 28). And
qualitative researchers are (or should be, according
to the hermeneutic approach to human science) in
the business of understanding the interpretations
that already operate in people’s lives, individually
and collectively, which is in effect to interpret a
range of interpretations (as we touch upon below,
sociologist Anthony Giddens once referred to this as
one aspect of a “double hermeneutics”; 1976).

The dichotomization of Erkliren and Verstehen
has been very influential in separating quantitative
from qualitative research, with the implication that
explanation is about bringing individual obser-
vations under a general law (this is known as the
covering law model of scientific work; see Hempel,
1942), while understanding is something more
particularistic that rests on the specific qualitative
features of the situation in which someone acts.
There is a difference, for example, between explain-
ing the movements of objects in space by invoking
laws of nature as articulated in physics and under-
standing why someone decided to do something at
a particular moment in that persons life. In the lat-
ter case, Dilthey would say, we need to understand
the particularities of that person’s life, and putative
universal laws of human behavior are of little use.
The situations and episodes studied by qualitative
researchers are, like historical events, most often
unique in the sense that they only happen once. For
that reason, it is not possible to bring them under
universal laws.

Martin Heidegger’s (1889-1976) Being and
Time from the early twentieth century is often cited
as the work that inaugurated a shift from Dilthey’s
life hermeneutics to what Heidegger would call
“ontological hermeneutics” (Heidegger, 1927).
The question of Schleiermacher’s methodological
hermeneutics had been, “How can we correctly
understand the meaning of texts?” The epistemo-
logically oriented hermeneutics from Dilthey had
asked, “How can we understand our lives and
other people?” But ontological hermeneutics—or
“fundamental ontology” as Heidegger also called

it (p. 34)—prioritizes the question: “What is the
mode of being of the entity who understands?”
(Richardson, Fowers, & Guignon, 1999, p. 207).
Being and Time aims to answer this question and
can thus be said to be an interpretation of inter-
preting, or a philosophical anthropology, which
has been formative in relation to much qualitative
research in the hermeneutic tradition.

Heidegger’s name for the entity that understands
is Dasein, and the being of Dasein is unlike the being
of other entities in the universe. Physical entities
such as molecules, tables, and chairs are things that
have categorical ontological characteristics, whereas
human beings, or Dasein, are histories or events and
have what Heidegger called existentials as their
ontological characteristics (Polkinghorne, 2004,
pp- 73-74). These are affectedness (Befindlichkeir)
(we always find ourselves “thrown” into situa-
tions where things already matter and affect us),
understanding (Verstehen) (we can use the things
and episodes we encounter in understanding the
world), and articulation or telling (Rede) (we can
to some extent articulate the meanings things have)
(Dreyfus, 1991). In short, humans are creatures
that are affected by what happens, can understand
their worlds, and communicate with others, and
together, these features can be said to comprise an
interpretative qualitative stance in human and social
science research.

For Heidegger and later hermeneuticists such as
Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900-2002) and the contem-
porary philosopher Charles Taylor, understanding is
not something we occasionally do—for example,
by following certain procedures or rules. Rather,
understanding is, from the hermeneutic perspec-
tive, the very condition of being human (Schwandt,
2000, p. 194). We always see things as something,
human behavior as meaningful acts, letters in a book
as conveying some meaningful narrative. In a sense,
this is something we do, and hermeneutic writers
argue that all such understanding is to be thought
of as interpretation, and it is exactly this process that
interpretative social science aims to engage in. To
study culture is, in Clifford Geertz words, to study
“a system of inherited conceptions expressed in sym-
bolic forms by means of which men communicate,
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and
attitudes toward life” (Geertz, 1973, p. 89). When
seeking to understand the cultural symbolic system,
the qualitative researcher should engage in “thick
description,” Geertz said, that captures the contex-
tual features that render any individual action or
event meaningful. The researcher interprets members
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of a culture, who already operate with more or less
implicit self-interpretations of their own actions.
This, however, should not be understood as imply-
ing that people normally make some sort of mental
act in interpreting the world. “Interpretation” here
is not like the mental act of interpreting a poem, for
example. It is not usually an explicit, reflective pro-
cess, but rather, in the Heideggerian tradition, seen
as something based on skilled, everyday modes of
comportment (Polkinghorne, 2004; Packer, 2011).
This also means that many hermeneutic qualitative
researchers have been skeptic about “method” as the
way to understanding other people (which is one
goal of qualitative inquiry). Instead, they argue, we
understand others by spending time with them and
talking to them, and this cannot be put into strict
methodological formulas.

The idea of reflexivity, which is central to much
qualitative research, has also been articulated within
hermeneutic philosophy. Interpretation depends on
certain pre-judices, as Gadamer famously argued,
without which no understanding would be pos-
sible (Gadamer, 1960). Knowledge of what oth-
ers are doing and of what our own activities mean
“always depend upon some background or context
of other meanings, beliefs, values, practices, and so
forth.” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 201). There are no fun-
damental “givens,” for all understanding depends
on a larger horizon of non-thematized meanings.
This horizon is what gives meaning to everyday life
activities, and it is what we must engage with as we
do qualitative inquiry—both as something that can
break down and necessitate a process of inquiry, and
as something that we can reflexively try to make
explicit in an attempt to attain a level of objectiv-
ity (in the sense of objectivity about subjectivity).
The latter is often referred to by qualitative meth-
odologists as making one’s pre-understandings or
pre-judices explicit. Gadamer said:

In fact history does not belong to us; we belong to
it. Long before we understand ourselves through
the process of self-examination, we understand
ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society,
and state in which we live. The focus of subjectivity
is a distorting mirror. The self-awareness of the
individual life is only a flickering in the closed
circuits of historical life. 7hat is why the prejudices of
the individual, far more than bis judgments, constitute
the historical reality of his being. [Gadamer, 1960,
pp- 276-277]

Gadamer argues that this makes the condition of
human and social science quite different from the

one we find in the natural sciences “where research
penetrates more and more deeply into nature”
(Gadamer, 1960, p. 284). In the human and social
sciences, there can be no “object in itself” to be
known (p. 285), for interpretation is an ongoing
and open-ended process that continuously recon-
stitutes its object. The interpretations of social life
offered by researchers in the human and social sci-
ences are an important addition to the repertoire
of human self-interpretation, and influential fields
of description offered by human science, such as
psychoanalysis, can even affect the way whole cul-
tures interpret themselves. This means that “social
theories do not simply mirror a reality independent
of them; they define and form that reality and there-
fore can transform it by leading agents to articu-
late their practices in different ways” (Richardson,
Fowers, & Guignon, 1999, p. 227). Like the prag-
matists would say (see the section “North American
Traditions” later in this chapter), social theories are
tools that may affect and transform those agents and
practices that are theorized. Thus, Giddens (1993,
pp- 9-13) has used the term “double hermeneu-
tics” to describe the idea that social science implies
researchers interpreting the knowledge (or interpre-
tations) of research participants and that the find-
ings of social scientists (i.e., concepts and theories)
continuously re-enter and reshape the social worlds
that they describe. Others, such as Kenneth Gergen
(2001) have conceptualized this as “generative the-
ory,” thus connecting hermeneutic ideas with con-
temporary forms of social constructionism within
qualitative inquiry.

In short, hermeneutics is one of the most impor-
tant philosophical traditions to have informed qual-
itative inquiry. Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 13)
simply refer to the many qualitative paradigms,
ranging from constructivism and feminism to cul-
tural studies and queer theory, as interpretative para-
digms, thus stressing this legacy from hermeneutics.

Phenomenology

Phenomenology is, in one sense, a more specific
philosophical tradition that informs qualitative
inquiry, but, in another sense, it can be used in to
encompass almost all forms of qualitative research.
Phenomenology in the general sense is the study
of phenomena—in other words, of the world as it
appears to experiencing and acting human beings.
A phenomenological approach will insist on tak-
ing human experience seriously, in whichever form
it appears. According to Amedeo Giorgi, a leading
phenomenological psychologist who concentrates
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on phenomenology in the more specific sense, it
is “the study of the structure, and the variations of
structure, of the consciousness to which any thing,
event, or person appears’ (1975, p. 83).

As a philosophy, phenomenology was founded
by Edmund Husserl around 1900 and further
developed as an existential philosophy by Martin
Heidegger (who was also counted among the her-
meneuticists above), and then in an existential and
dialectical direction by Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice
Merleau-Ponty. The subject matter of phenomenol-
ogy began with consciousness and experience, and
was expanded to include the human life world and
to take account of the body and human action in
historical contexts by Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul
Sartre (see Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, on which the
following is based). The goal in Husserlian phenome-
nology was to arrive at an investigation of essences, or
to describe the essential structures of human experi-
ence from a first person perspective. Phenomenology
was then a strict descriptive philosophy, employing
the technique of reduction, which means to suspend
one’s judgment as to the existence or nonexistence
of the content of an experience. The reduction is
today often pictured as a “bracketing,” an attempt to
place the common sense and scientific foreknowledge
about the phenomena within parentheses in order to
arrive at an unprejudiced description of the essence of
the phenomena (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, p. 27).
So, a phenomenologist can study the experience of
any human phenomenon (e.g., the experience of
guilt) without taking a stand on the issue whether the
phenomenon is real, legitimate, or illusory (e.g., one
can study guilt as an experienced phenomenon with-
out discussing whether there is a reason to feel guilt
in a given situation or whether it is correlated with
this or that neurochemical process or physiological
response). The subject’s experience is the important
phenomenological reality.

The important concept of the life world eventu-
ally became central to Husserl. He introduced the
concept in 1936 in The Crisis of the European Sciences
(Husserl, 1954) to refer to the intersubjective and
meaningful world in which humans conduct their
lives and experience significant phenomena. It is a
pre-reflective and pre-theorized world in which phe-
nomena appear as meaningful before they become
subject to theoretical analysis. If the whole range of
experienced phenomena did #o# appear in the life
world, there would be no reason to investigate them
scientifically, for there would in a sense be nothing
to investigate. For phenomenologists, there is thus a
primacy of the life world as experienced, since this

is prior to the scientific theories we may formulate
about it. This was well expressed by Merleau-Ponty:

All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific
knowledge, is gained from my own particular point
of view, or from some experience of the world
without which the symbols of science would be
meaningless. The whole universe of science is built
upon the world as directly experienced, and if we
want to subject science itself to rigorous scrutiny
and arrive at a precise assessment of its meaning
and scope, we must begin by re-awakening the basic
experiences of the world of which science is the
second order expression. [Merleau-Ponty, 1945, p. ix]

Using a metaphor, we can say that the sciences
may give us maps, but the life world is the terri-
tory or the geography of our lives. Maps make sense
only on the background of the territory, where
human beings act and live, and should not be con-
fused with it. Phenomenologists are not against
scientific abstractions or “maps,” but they insist on
the primacy of concrete qualitative descriptions of
experience—of that which is prior to maps and ana-
lytic abstractions.

Today, approaches

branched and proliferated in many directions within

phenomenological have
qualitative inquiry. There are specialized phenom-
enological approaches within psychology (Giorgi &
Giorgi, 2003) and anthropology (Jackson, 1996),
for example, and in sociology, phenomenology was
introduced primarily through the writings of Alfred
Schiitz and later his students Peter L. Berger and
Thomas Luckmann, whose approach heavily influ-
enced some of the North American traditions men-
tioned in the following section.

North American Traditions

Apart from the characteristically Continental
European traditions, a number of traditions devel-
oped on the North American continent during the
twentieth century that in important ways supple-
mented, consolidated, and expanded the focus from
hermeneutics and phenomenology. Many of these
at the time novel, theoretical perspectives are still
today very much alive on the American continent
and elsewhere. These qualitatively inspired tradi-
tions that saw the light of day particularly in the US
during the twentieth century are often described as
“microsociology,” “social psychology,” or the “soci-
ologies of everyday life” (see Jacobsen, 2009).

One of the most influential, significant, and last-
ing internal stories of qualitative research has its
roots in the pragmatic philosophy that developed
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on the North American continent in the latter part
of the nineteenth century and which later spread
also to the European continent. Pragmatism is a
philosophical tradition that is concerned with the
practical outcomes of human action and which
is therefore also concerned with the use value of
science and the practical evaluation of “truth.”
Truth, for the pragmatists, is always something
that finds its expression in practical circumstances
(an instrumental view of truth) and thus is not a
pre-established, fixed, substantial, or sedimented
dimension of knowledge. Contrary to representa-
tionalist theories of science, pragmatism is distinctly
non-representative; the purpose of scientific practice
is not to represent reality as it is, but rather to allow
humans to understand and control the world they
are part of through knowledge. The key protago-
nists of pragmatism in the early years were Charles
Sanders Peirce, William James, John Dewey, and
George Herbert Mead. Each contributed in his
own way to the development of pragmatism, not
as a coherent whole, but rather as a new perspective
on science, democracy, and education. Specifically,
pragmatism supports an empirical—as opposed to a
theoretical or scholastic—perspective on science. It
is in the practical utility of knowledge that science
ultimately stands its test. As James once insisted:

A pragmatist turns his back resolutely and once

and for all upon a lot of inveterate habits dear to
professional philosophers. He turns away from
abstraction and insufficiency, from verbal solutions,
from bad a priori reasons, from fixed principles,
closed systems and pretended absolutes and origins.
He turns towards concreteness and adequacy, towards
facts, towards action and towards power.. .. It means
the open air and possibilities of nature, as against
dogma, artificiality and the pretence of finality

in truth. (James, 1907, pp. 30-31]

Early on, pragmatists were particularly critical
of the prevalence of behaviorist science, according
to which human beings were seen as mechanically
responding to stimuli from the outside. Instead, prag-
matists proposed that humans are meaning-seeking
subjects who communicate through the use of lan-
guage and constantly engage in reflective interaction
with others. According to pragmatic philosophers,
human beings are therefore concerned with the situ-
ational, the practical, and the problem-solving dimen-
sions of their lives. This also goes for social scientific
endeavors. In his book How We Think, John Dewey
developed a five-step research strategy or investigation
procedure—sometimes also referred to as “abduction”

(according to Peirce as a supplement to the approaches
of deduction and induction)—according to which
the investigator follows five steps towards obtaining
knowledge. First, there is the occurrence of an unre-
solved situational problem—practical or theoretical—
which creates genuine doubt. Second, this is followed
by a specification of the problem in which the investi-
gator might also either systematically or more loosely
collect data about the problem at hand. Third, the
investigator—now equipped with a specification of
the problem—by way of his creative imagination
introduces a hypothesis or a supposition about how
to solve the problem. Fourth, the proposed hypoth-
esis is now being elaborated and compared to other
possible solutions to the problem, and the investiga-
tor based on reasoning carefully considers the possible
consequences of the proposed hypothesis. Finally,
the hypothesis is put into practice through an experi-
mental or empirical testing by which the investigator
checks if the intended consequences occur according
to expectations and whether the problem is solved or
not (Dewey, 1910). This research strategy thus starts
out with genuine puzzlement and ends with problem
solving,

In general, pragmatists therefore have been con-
cerned with what they term “practical reasoning”;
they are thus preoccupied with knowledge that
has some practical impact iz and o7 the reality in
which it is used. Knowledge is active, not passive.
Without privileging any specific part of the meth-
odological toolbox, with its emphasis on abductive
procedures, pragmatism has proved very useful
particularly in explorative qualitative research as
a framework for practice- and problem-oriented
investigation, and pragmatism has for instance
inspired researchers working within the so-called
“grounded theory” perspective (Glaser & Strauss,
1967)—in fact one of the first self-denoted and
systematically described qualitative methodolo-
gies—in which the purpose is to create workable
scientific knowledge that can be applied to daily
life situations. In recent years, sociologists, phi-
losophers, and others have begun to take up prag-
matism after quite a few years of absence from the
intellectual agenda. There is thus mentioning of
a “revival of pragmatism” in the new millennium
(Sandbothe, 2000) that, for example, is evident in
the works of Richard Rorty and Richard Sennett,
just as French sociologist Luc Boltanski and his
colleagues have heralded a pragmatic turn within
French social theory, and within German sociol-
ogy Hans Joas has been one of the key exponents
of pragmatist-inspired social science.
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Pragmatism heavily influenced the founding of
the discipline of sociology on the North American
continent. The official “date of birth” of sociology
is often regarded as the opening of the first soci-
ology department at the University of Chicago in
1892. The Chicago School of Sociology during the
first decades of the twentieth century was instru-
mental in developing the discipline in general
and “members” such as Robert E. Park, Florian
Znaniecki, and William I. Thomas were particu-
larly prominent in advancing a specifically qualita-
tive stance in sociology. As such, and due to their
inspiration from pragmatism, the Chicago sociolo-
gists were not keen on theoretical refinement in
itself, believing sociology should be an empirical
science and not a scholastic endeavor. As Park said,
“We don't give a damn for logic here. We want to
know what people do!” Knowing “what people do”
thus became a trademark of the Chicago sociolo-
gists, and a range of empirical studies from the early
twentieth century illustrate the prevalence of quali-
tative approaches and methods such as document
analysis, interviews, and participant observation.
The Chicago sociologists were keen to get out and
study social life directly, often by use of participant
observation. The purpose was to create conceptual
apparatuses and theoretical ideas based on empirical
material. Inspired by pragmatist notions about the
use-value of science, Robert E. Park wanted sociol-
ogy through empirical research to be part of public
discussions, debates, and politics as a crucial part
of modern democratic society. According to him,
sociologists should leave the library and their offices
and go out and “get the seat of their pants dirty in
real research,” as he once told his students (Park in
Lindner, 1996, p. 81). Moreover, some of the early
Chicago sociologists—]Jane Addams, for example—
also pioneered social work and action research and
wanted to use sociology to promote social reform.
By using the city of Chicago—a city with a popula-
tion size that increased tenfold in less than one hun-
dred years—as an empirical laboratory for all sorts
of investigations, the sociologists explored—and
still explore—city life as a concrete environment for
understanding more encompassing social changes
and transformations. In general, the Chicago School
has throughout the years been characterized by a
distinct qualitative and ethnographic orientation,
focusing on studying people in their natural sur-
roundings (the city), being critical of non-empirical
research and theory, and being driven by a desire to
uncover and understand patterns of human interac-
tion. As Martin Bulmer pinpointed:

[All the Chicago sociologists were] in some ways
empiricists, keen upon the use of hypotheses and
experimental verification.. . . Axioms, postulates,
rational deductions, ideas and ideals are all deemed
valuable when they can be made to function in
actual experience, in the course of which they meet
with constant modification and improvement....All
display the attitude of enquirers rather than of
expositors of absolute knowledge; their most
confident affirmations are expressed in a tone that
shows that they do not regard them as final. [Bulmer
1984, p. 32]

Despite their preference for qualitative methods,
Chicago sociologists have used any kind of mate-
rial available for studying social life. Thus there are
different strands within the Chicago School: the
human ecology strand, the (dis)organization strand,
the social psychology strand, and the action research
strand used especially within social work. Each of
these strands has prioritized different methodologi-
cal approaches, theoretical understandings as well
as different outcomes of research, but common
to all has been an intense interest in qualitative
empirical work. Some of the most prominent clas-
sic and today still-often-quoted studies conducted
by Chicago sociologists during the early years were
Harvey W. Zorbaugh’s 7he Gold Coast and the Slum
(1929), Clifford R. Shaw’s 7he Jack-Roller (1930),
Paul G. Cressey’s The Taxi-Dance Hall (1932) and
The Polish Peasant in Europe and America (1918
1920) by William I. Thomas and Florian Znaniecki.
Common to these otherwise methodologically dif-
ferent studies—respectively using participant obser-
vation, document analysis on letters and diaries, and
interviewing and official statistics—were their inter-
est in knowing what people do in particular situa-
tions and circumstances and to uncover the types
of activities often taking place on the outskirts of
society: deviance, crime, subcultures, and the like.
In the first half of the twentieth century, Chicago
sociology thus functioned as a pioneer in promoting
a distinctly qualitative mentality that was later super-
seded by other institutions (Harvard and Columbia)
and other methodological preferences but which is
still today a vital force in American sociology.

Building on the insights from the early Chicago
School of sociology (often referred to as the “first
generation of Chicago Sociology”), several sociolo-
gists and social anthropologists—some of whom
were themselves students of the early Chicagoans—
during the 1940s and onwards began to develop
the idea of symbolic interactionism, sometimes more
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broadly described as interactionism. What began as
a distinctly North American project later spread to
the European continent. Some of the early propo-
nents of symbolic interactionist social science with a
strong emphasis on qualitative methods were Charles
H. Cooley, Everett C. Hughes, Erving Goffman,
Howard S. Becker, Herbert Blumer, and Norman
K. Denzin—with Blumer responsible for originally
coining the term “symbolic interactionism,” which
he admitted was a “barbarous neologism” (Blumer,
1969). Symbolic interactionism often refers to the
social philosophy of George Herbert Mead as the
founding perspective, which was later developed,
refined, and sociologized by others. Mead was a
central force in the development of pragmatism.
Symbolic interactionism is based on an understand-
ing of social life in which human beings are seen as
active, creative, and capable of communicating their
definitions of situations and meanings to others.
According to Blumer, there are three central tenets
of symbolic interactionism: (1) humans act toward
things on the basis of the meanings they that the
things have for them, (2) the meaning of such things
is derived from or arises out of the social interaction
that one has with one’s fellows, and (3) these mean-
ings are handled in and modified through an inter-
pretive process used by the person in dealing with
the things he encounters (Blumer 1969, p. 2). As is
obvious from this, symbolic interactionists are con-
cerned with how humans create meaning in their
everyday lives and in how, as the term “symbolic
interaction” indicates, this meaning is created and
carved out through interaction with others and by
use of various symbols to communicate meaning.
As Blumer stated on the methodological stance of
symbolic interactionism:

Symbolic interactionism is a down-to-earth approach
to the scientific study of human group life and
human conduct. Its empirical world is the natural
world of such groups and conduct. It lodges its
problems in this natural world, conducts its studies
in it, and derives its interpretations from such
naturalistic studies. If it wishes to study religious
cult behavior it will go to actual religious cults

and observe them carefully as they carry on their
lives. If it wishes to study social movements it will
trace carefully the career, the history, and the life
experiences of actual movements. If it wishes to
study drug use among adolescents it will go to the
actual life of adolescents to observe and analyze such
use. And similarly with respect to other matters

that engage its attention. Its methodological stance,

accordingly, is that of direct examination of the
empirical social world. [Blumer, 1969, p. 47]

Blumer argued for the development of “sensitizing
concepts’—as opposed to “definitive concepts™—to
capture social life theoretically; such concepts “gives
the user a general sense of reference and guidance
in approaching empirical instances” (Blumer, 1954,
p.7). Symbolic interactionism does per definition
not privilege any specific methods or research proce-
dures—anything capable of capturing human mean-
ing making through symbolic interaction in everyday
life and capable of providing sensitizing concepts will
do. However, historically, due to its close associa-
tion with Chicago sociology, symbolic interactionists
have primarily worked with a variety of qualitative
methods and used these to discover, represent, and
analyze the meaning-making processes involved in
human interaction is a variety of contexts. Although
a branch of symbolic interactionism under the aus-
pices of Manford Kuhn began to develop at the
University of Iowa (the “lowa School” as opposed to
the “Chicago School” of Blumer and others) that pri-
oritized more positivistic aspirations and used quan-
titative methods and experimental research designs,
symbolic interactionism is to a large degree associ-
ated specifically with qualitative research, privileging
the careful observation (and particularly participant
observation) of social life in concrete and often natu-
rally occurring circumstances (Manis & Meltzer,
1978). Today, symbolic interactionism is still very
much alive and kicking—through conferences, book
series, and a journal devoted to studies in symbolic
interaction—and is an active part of American soci-
ology and elsewhere, although the originality and ini-
tially provocative ideas of the pioneering protagonists
of symbolic interactionism have gradually waned
throughout the years.

One of the main proponents of interactionism
was Erving Goffman, who throughout his career,
which started at the University of Chicago in the
early 1950s, gradually developed a perspective to
study the minutiae of social life thatstill today is one
of the most quoted and used within contemporary
social research. Goffman in many ways personified
qualitative social science in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury due to his particular topics of interest as well as
his specific means of investigating them. Goffman’s
main preoccupation throughout his career was to
tease out the many miniscule and often overlooked
rituals, norms, and behavioral expectations of the
social situations of face-to-face interaction between
people in public and private places—something
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that at the time was often regarded with widespread
skepticism by more rigorously oriented social
researchers. This was indeed a time when the cen-
ter of intellectual development and priority within
the social sciences on the American continent had
gradually shifted from the University of Chicago
in the earlier parts of the twentieth century to
Harvard University and Columbia University at
mid-century with a concomitant shift from quali-
tative and particularly ethnographic methods to
much more experimental, quantitative, and statis-
tical methods. Not surprisingly, Goffman is often
described as a maverick with his impressionistic
and to some extent obscure approach to research
methodology and ways of reporting his findings.
Like one of his main sources of inspiration, Georg
Simmel, Goffman keenly used the essay as a privi-
leged means of communicating research findings,
just as other literary devices such as sarcasm, irony,
and metaphors were part and parcel of his meth-
odological toolbox. Goffman was particularly criti-
cal of the use of many of the methods prevalent
and valorized in sociology at his time. For instance,
against the preference for statistical variable analy-
sis and the privilege of quantitative methodology,
he once stated:

The variables that emerge tend to be creatures of
research designs that have no substance outside

the room in which the apparatus and subjects are
located, except perhaps briefly when a replication or
a continuity is performed under sympathetic auspices
and a full moon. Concepts are designed on the run in
order to get on with setting things up so that trials can
be performed and the effects of controlled variation
of some kind or another measured. The work begins
with the sentence “we hypothesize that...,” goes

on from there to a full discussion of the biases and
limits of the proposed design, reasons why these
aren’t nullifying, and culminates in an appreciable
number of satisfyingly significant correlations tending
to confirm some of the hypotheses. As though the
uncovering of social life were that simple. Fields of
naturalistic study have not been uncovered through
these methods. Concepts have not emerged that
re-ordered our view of social activity. Understanding
of ordinary behavior has not accumulated;

distance has. [Goffman, 1971, pp. 20-21]

Instead, Goffman opted for an unmistakable
and distinctive qualitative research strategy aimed
at charting the contours and contents of the all
too ordinary and ever-present but nevertheless

scientifically neglected events of everyday life. His
work was characterized by an apparent method-
ological looseness that consciously and stylistically
downplayed the importance of his own findings but
which covered over the fact that his work actually
uncovered heretofore empirically uncharted terri-
tory. Many of the titles of his books thus contained
consciously diminutive subtitles such as “reports,”
“essays,” or “microstudies” that gave the impression,
however mistaken, that it should not be taken all
too serious. Goffman willingly admitted on what
others might have regarded as a dubious research
strategy:

Obviously, many of these data are of doubtful worth,
and my interpretations—especially some of them—
may certainly be questionable, but I assume that a
loose speculative approach to a fundamental area

of conduct is better than a rigorous blindness to it.

[Goffman 1963, p. 4]

In his work, Goffman relied heavily on all sorts
of empirical material. He conducted interviews
with housewives; he explored an island community
through in-depth ethnography; he investigated the
trials and tribulations of patient life at a psychiat-
ric institution by way of covert participant obser-
vation; he performed the role as a dealer in a Las
Vegas casino in order to document and tease out
the gambling dimensions of human interaction; he
listened to, recorded and analyzed radio programs;
and he more or less freely used any kind of qualita-
tive technique, official and unofficial, to access the
bountiful richness of social life. Despite his reliance
on a varied selection of empirical input (or what he
termed “slices of social life”), throughout his career,
Goffman gradually developed and refined a unique
research methodology by way of various metaphors
intended to capture and highlight specific features
of everyday life interaction. Goffman’s perspective
on qualitative research therefore is often referred to
as “dramaturgy” because his main and most popular
metaphors was the theatrical analogy in which he—
in 7he Presentation of Self in Everyday Life—in detail
described social interaction as if it was a perfor-
mance made by actors on a scene (Goffman, 1959).

However, Goffman’s metaphorical cornucopia
was much more than mere dramaturgy. He also
invented and refined other metaphorical sche-
mas: “The ritual metaphor” (looking at social life as
if it was one big ceremonial event), “the game meta-
phor” (investigating social life as if'it was inhabited
by conmen and spies), and “the frame metaphor”
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(concerned with showing how people always work
towards defining and framing social situations in
order to make them meaningful and understand-
able). All these different metaphors concentrated on
the very same subject matter—patterns of human
interaction, or, put in another way, social life at the
micro level—and each metaphor spawned a spec-
tacular number of analytical terms and sensitizing
concepts, many of which today are household con-
cepts in the social sciences (just think of “stigma,”
“impression management,” “labeling,” or “fram-
ing”). Moreover, they served as useful devices in
which to embed the aforementioned varied empiri-
cal material, thereby giving it shape, meaning, and
substance. Goffman’s perspective later inspired new
generations of sociologists in particular and qualita-
tive researchers in general who have used him and
his original methodology and colorful concepts to
study a variety of conventional as well as new empir-
ical domains such as tourist photography, mobile
phone communication, and advertising (see, e.g.,
Jacobsen, 2010).

Ethnomethodology is another important tradi-
tion in the internal history of qualitative research
that simultaneously builds on and extends the
perspective provided by pragmatism, interaction-
ism, and the dramaturgical work of Goffman. Like
Goffman, ethnomethodologists take an interest in
studying and unveiling the most miniscule realm
of human interaction, and they rely on the col-
lection of empirical data from a variety of sources
in the development of their situationally oriented
sociology. Ethnomethodology was initially a proj-
ect masterminded by American sociologist Harold
Garfinkel who in Studies in Ethnomethodology
(1967) outlined the concern of ethnomethodol-
ogy as the study of the “routine actions” and the
often-unnoticed methods of meaning making used
by people in everyday settings (hence the term ezh-
nomethodology meaning “folk methods”). These rou-
tine activities and the continuously sense-making
endeavors were part and parcel of the quotidian
domain of everyday life (described by Garfinkel, in
the characteristically obscure ethnomethodological
terminology, as the “immortal ordinary society”)
that rest on common-sense knowledge and practi-
cal rationality. Inspired by the phenomenological
sociology of Alfred Schiitz as well as to some extent
also the functionalism of Talcott Parsons, Garfinkel
concerned himself with a classic question in soci-
ology: how is social order possible? But instead
of proposing abstract or philosophical answers to
this question or proposing “normative force” as the

main arbiter between people, Garfinkel—as a kind
of “phenomenological empiricism” (Heap, 1980)—
set out empirically to discover and document what
people actually do whenever they encounter each
other. True to the general pragmatist and interac-
tionist perspective, ethnomethodologists rely on an
image of human actors as knowledgeable individu-
als who through such activities as “indexicality,”
the “etcetera principle” and “accounts,” in Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s terminology, “know how to go on.”
Social reality and social order are therefore not
static or pre-given—rather they are the active out-
come or “accomplishment” of actors’ local meaning
making amidst sometimes bewildering, confusing,
and chaotic situations. As Garfinkel stated on the
purpose and procedures of ethnomethodology—
phrased in typical tortuous ethnomethodological
wording:

Ethnomethodological studies analyze everyday
activities as members’ methods for making those
same activities visibly-rational-and-reportable-for-all-
practical-purposes, i.e. ‘accountable’, as organizations
of commonplace everyday activities. The reflexivity
of that phenomenon is a singular feature of

practical actions, of practical circumstances, of
common sense knowledge of social structures, and
of practical sociological reasoning...I use the term
‘ethnomethodology’ to refer to the investigation

of the rational properties of indexical expressions
and other practical actions as contingent ongoing
accomplishments of organized artful practices of

everyday life. [Garfinkel, 1967, p. vii, p. 11]

According to ethnomethodologists, there are
many different methods available to tease out the
situational and emerging order of social life that
is based on members’ methods for making activi-
ties meaningful. Ethnomethodology is, however,
predominantly a qualitative tradition that uses
typical qualitative methods such as interviews and
observation strategies for discovering and docu-
menting what goes on when people encounter
everyday life, but they also like to provoke our
ingrained knowledge of what is going on. Thus,
in classic Durkheimian-inspired fashion, one par-
ticularly opportune ethnomethodological way to
find out what the norms and rules of social life
really are and how they work is to break them. For
example, Garfinkel invented the “breaching experi-
ments” aimed at provoking a sense of disorder in
the otherwise orderly everyday domain so as to see
what people do to restore the lost sense of order.
Of these “breaching experiments” or ‘incongruence
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procedures”—that Garfinkel asked his students to
perform—he wrote:

Procedurally it is my preference to start with familiar
scenes and ask what can be done to make trouble.
The operations that one would have to perform in
order to multiply the senseless features of perceived
environments; to produce and sustain bewilderment,
consternation and confusion; to produce the

socially structured affects of anxiety, shame, guilt
and indignation; and to produce disorganized
interaction should tell us something about how the
structures of everyday activities are ordinarily and
routinely produced and maintained [Garfinkel, 1967,
pp- 37-38]

Garfinkel, his students

throughout the years performed a range of inter-

colleagues, and

esting studies—of courtroom interaction, jurors’
deliberations, doctors’ clinical practices, trans-
sexuals’ attempts at “passing” in everyday life,
piano players’ development of skills and style,
medical staffs’ pronunciation of patients’ deaths,
police officers’ craft of peace keeping, pilots’ con-
versation in the cockpit —aimed at finding out
how everyday life (and particularly work situa-
tions) is “ordinarily and routinely produced and
maintained” by using breaching experiments, but
also less provocative methods. Later, ethnometh-
odology bifurcated into a “conversation analysis”
strand on the one hand and what has been termed
“conventional ethnographical ethnomethodology”
on the other. Common to both strands has been
a concern with uncovering the most meticulous
aspects of human interaction—non-verbal and
verbal. Just as Garfinkel studied the natural pat-
terns of interaction in natural settings (the living
room, the courtroom, in the clinic or elsewhere),
so conversation analysts studied natural language
(but also professional jargon) as used by people
in ordinary circumstances. For instance, conversa-
tion analysts, such as Harvey Sacks and Emanuel
Schegloff, intimately studied and analyzed the
minutiae of turn-takings, categorizations, and
sequences of verbal communication in order to
see how people through the use of language create
meaning and a coherent sense of what is going on.
Characteristic of both strands of ethnomethodol-
ogy is the strong reliance on qualitative research
methods aimed at capturing and detailed describ-
ing the situational and emerging character of
social order. In fact, ethnomethodologists strongly
oppose positivistic research procedures aimed at

producing universal “truths” or uncovering “gen-
eral laws” about society and instead opt for a
much more mundane approach to studying the
locally produced orders and thoroughly episodic
and situational character of social life (see, e.g.,
Cicourel, 1964). In a typical provocative respecifi-
cation of Schiitz’s classic dictum, Garfinkel thus
suggested that we are all sociologists, because we
constantly search for meaning. The means and
methods of inquiry of professional sociologists are
thus not all that different from the various ways
ordinary people in everyday life observe, inquire,
or talk to one another. This is a principle shared
with the hermeneutic strand, which was addressed
carlier.

Most of the North American traditions men-
tioned here can be covered by the label of “creative
sociologies” (Morris, 1977) because they first of all
regard human beings as creative actors capable of
and concerned with creating meaning in their lives,
and secondly because they emphasize creative quali-
tative approaches to capture and analyze those lives.
As Monica B. Morris recapitulated on these creative
sociologies:

The basic assumption underlying the ‘creative’
approaches to sociology are: that human beings are
not merely acted upon by social facts or social forces;
that they are constantly shaping and ‘creating’ their
own social worlds in interaction with others; and
that special methods are required for the study and
understanding of these uniquely human processes.

[Morris, 1977, p. 8]

These “special methods” have predominantly
been varieties of qualitative methods. Common to
most of the North American creative sociologies is
also a distinct microsociological orientation aimed
at mapping out and analyzing the distinctly quotid-
ian dimensions of social life and society. Besides the
various traditions that we have chosen to delineate
as part of the internal story of qualitative research,
we can also mention the important insights from
social semiotics, existentialism, critical everyday life
sociology, cultural studies, sociology of emotions,
interpretive interactionism, and more recently
actor-network theory that, however, will not be pre-
sented here.

A final tradition that can be mentioned, but
which we will not analyze in detail here, is the tradi-
tion originating with structuralism in the first half of
the twentieth century—the linguistics of Ferdinand
de Saussure and the structural anthropology of
Claude Lévi-Strauss, for example, which eventually
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developed into post-structuralism in the latter half
of the century in the hands of figures such as Michel
Foucault, a French philosopher and historian of
ideas, who is among the most referenced authors
in the social science as a whole. Structuralism was
based on the idea that language is a system of signs
whose meaning is determined by the formal rela-
tions between the signs (and not with reference to
“the world”) and post-structuralism pushed this
idea further by arguing that the system is constantly
moving and in flux, which is why, as Jacques Derrida
(the leading exponent of deconstruction) would say,
meaning is endlessly “deferred.” In relation to quali-
tative research, we should say that Foucault (and to
a lesser extent Derrida) was a significant inspiration
for many forms of discourse analysis, which today
exist in many different variants. One variant is heav-
ily inspired by Foucault and an awareness of power
relations in social worlds (e.g., Arribas-Ayllon &
Walkerdine, 2008), while Discursive Psychology as
another is not closely associated with Foucault or
post-structuralism, but originates in the aforemen-
tioned ethnomethodology and conversation analy-
sis (Sacks, Schlegoff), which was mentioned earlier
(see Perikyld & Ruusuvuori, 2011).

Ethnography

Before concluding this internal history, it is
appropriate with a note on the early trade of anthro-
pological and sociological ethnography, which
cuts across the different philosophical paradigms
discussed previously. In anthropology, Bronislaw
Malinowski, who held the first chair in social
anthropology at the London School of Economics,
is together with Franz Boas, one of the founders of
American cultural anthropology, considered as the
pioneers of ethnographic fieldwork. Contrary to the
armchair anthropology and “anthropology of the
verandah” conducted by earlier members of the dis-
cipline, and thus in a situation in which there was
practically no professional discourse on field work
practice and experiences, Malinowski insisted on
and practiced fieldwork methods of the kind that
is performed by today’s ethnographers. Conducting
his famous study of the culture of the Trobriand
Islanders, he stayed and lived among the natives for
a period of almost three years. Inspired partly by
psychologist Wilhelm Wundt, Malinowski concep-
tualized culture as a kind of toolbox containing the
specific tools and means that people use in order to
satisfy their needs. This functionalistic understand-
ing had, of course, certain methodological implica-
tions. In order to obtain an adequate understanding

of the culture under scrutiny and the functional
meaning of its various elements, Malinowski intro-
duced at least three important principles that still
appear among the most important requirements
of anthropological fieldwork. First, the researcher
should live in the community and among the peo-
ple that are being studied; second, the researcher
should learn the specific language of the commu-
nity and not rely on interpreters who might add a
distance between researcher and community; third,
researchers should participate and observe at the
same time (participant observation) (Kristiansen &
Krogstrup 2012).

In contemporary textbooks on anthropologi-
cal fieldwork methods, Malinowski’s stcudy among
the Trobriand Islanders is mentioned as a paradigm
example, and generations of anthropological schol-
ars have conducted fieldwork employing the prin-
ciples laid out by Malinowski in the first decades of
the twentieth century. And, as it has been indicated
earlier in this chapter, anthropological fieldwork
methods have been embraced by scholars from
many other social science disciplines, especially
sociology. The important point to be learned here
is not necessarily the specific principles of ethno-
graphic research per se, but the idea that ethno-
graphic fieldwork should be considered among the
important roots of qualitative research and thus that
the development of ethnographic fieldwork by pio-
neers such as Malinowski and Boas in anthropol-
ogy, and Robert E. Park, Ernest Burgess and Nels
Anderson in (Chicago) sociology was triggered by
a conception of the world as culturally pluralistic
and diversified, which in turn called for the devel-
opment and refinement of methods and procedures
suited for grasping pluralities of the contemporary
social world.

The Marginalizing History
of Qualitative Research

After this tour de force through the internal
history of qualitative research focusing on intel-
lectual forerunners, theoretical paradigms, and
methodological developments, let us turn to
another way of describing the rise of qualitative
research. It is difficult to understand current dis-
cussions in qualitative journals and handbooks
without taking into account a widespread experi-
ence of not just studying the marginalized (some-
thing qualitative researchers often take pride in
doing), but also of qualitative researchers them-
selves being marginalized as a research commu-
nity. Several decades ago, Fritz Machlup (1956)
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insisted that the social sciences as a whole suffered
from an “inferiority complex” because the knowl-
edge they could provide lacked the accuracy,
law-like character, value-freedom and rigor of
“real” science (such as natural science). Although
this might be nothing less than a caricature of the
social sciences in general and qualitative research
in particular, perhaps qualitative sociologists,
in this respect, may have suffered from an even
more strongly felt inferiority complex than, for
example, their colleagues working with statis-
tics, surveys, or quantitative data analysis because
qualitative sociology—almost per definition—has
been seen by others and sometimes also by its own
proponents as being opposed to the principles of
“real science.” As Stephen Jay Gould once asked,
“Why do we downgrade. .. integrative and quali-
tative ability, while we exalt analytical and quan-
titative achievement? Is one better, harder, more
important than the other?” (Gould in Peshkin,
1993, p. 23). There is little doubt that during the
decades in the mid-twentieth century, qualitative
research lived a rather shadowy and marginalized
existence and was regarded with some suspicion
(Mottier, 2005). These were the decades of the
“orthodox consensus” (Giddens, 1976) within
the social sciences, relying heavily on positivis-
tic research methods, a behaviorist image of man
and a general functionalist theoretical foundation.
Only later did we witness a revival or renaissance
of qualitative research (Gobo, 2005). However,
there is also little doubt that some qualitative
researchers—for example, Goffman—consciously
sought out such a marginalized position vis-a-vis
prevailing positivistic research methods that in
many ways not only gradually helped changing
the game regarding the validity or applicability
of certain research methods, but also made some
qualitative researchers almost immune to critique
from colleagues working within more quantitative
or statistical traditions. As reported by Norman
K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, “qualitative
researchers are called journalists or soft scientists.
Their work is termed unscientific or only explor-
atory or subjective. It is called criticism, and not
theory, or it is interpreted politically, as a dis-
guised version of Marxism or secular humanism”
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2011, p. 7). While there is
some truth to this, we believe that much of the
marginalization history of qualitative research is
based on a myth. For example, the classical posi-
tivists, as Michell (2003) has recently demon-
strated, were not against qualitative research, so

when qualitative researchers distance themselves
from positivism, they most often construct a
straw man and rarely, if ever, go back and read
what early positivists such as Comte, Schlick,
or Carnap in fact had to say about research and
human experience.

Kvale and Brinkmann (2008) have even asked if
the time has come to rehabilitate the classical posi-
tivists, perhaps in order for qualitative researchers
to counter the marginality myth. It is noteworthy
that August Comte (1798-1857) was responsible
for founding both positivist philosophy and the sci-
ence of sociology. His positivist philosophy reacted
against religious dogma and metaphysical specula-
tion and advocated a return to observable data.
Emile Durkheim was another early sociologist who
was influenced by positivist sociology and gave pen-
etrating qualitative analyses of social phenomena.
Positivism had in general a significant influence
on culture and the arts of the nineteenth century,
inspiring a move from mythological and aristocratic
themes to a new realism, depicting in detail the lives
of workers and the bourgeoisie (for some of this his-
tory, particularly in the British context, see Dale,
1989). In histories of music, Bizet's opera Carmen,
featuring the lives of cigarette smugglers and tore-
adors, has been depicted as inspired by positivism,
and Flauberts realistic descriptions of the life of
Madame Bovary can likewise be considered as a
positivist novel. Impressionist paintings sticking to
the immediate sense impressions, in particular the
sense data of pointillism also drew inspiration from
positivism. The founder of phenomenological phi-
losophy, Husserl, was even led to state that if posi-
tivism means being faithful to the phenomena, then
we, the phenomenologists, are the true positivists!

Itis no doubt true that many qualitative research-
ers have felt marginalized because of what they feel
is a threat from the positivist philosophy of science.
But if one goes back to Comte, and even to twen-
tieth century “logical positivists” like Carnap and
Schlick, one finds a surprisingly great methodologi-
cal tolerance instead of the oft-insinuated hostility
towards qualitative methods (Michell, 2003). The
threat to qualitative methods has not come from a
philosophy of science, but from research bureaucra-
cies and funding agencies, witnessed, for example,
in the recent movement towards “evidence based
practice” in the professions, which impend on the
possibilities of conducting qualitative studies. As
we will argue in the next section with reference to
Latour (2000), it seems clear that the natural sci-
ences are full of qualitative studies, which is further
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indication that qualitative researchers have no rea-
son to feel inferior or marginalized in relation to
their peers, who employ methods normally associ-
ated with the natural sciences.

The Repressed History
of Qualitative Research

As we have seen in the internal history of qualita-
tive research, in some disciplines such as sociology,
qualitative approaches have been “out in the open”
for decades and remain so today. However, for other
disciplines the situation has been quite different,
and it is this that we wish to highlight by briefly tell-
ing what we call the “repressed” history of qualita-
tive research. This analysis pertains to psychology in
particular, but it may also be relevant for other dis-
ciplines. Psychology was born as a science, it is said,
in 1879 when Wilhelm Wundt established the first
psychological laboratory in Leipzig. Wundt then
began to conduct psychological experiments, but he
also inaugurated the tradition of Vilkerpsychologie, a
cultural-historical approach of studying human life
through customs, myths, and symbols, somewhat
along the lines suggested by Dilthey in the herme-
neutic tradition addressed above. So Wundt both
initiated a tradition of experimental psychology,
which has since become the mainstream approach,
using quantitative measures, but also a long quali-
tative tradition in psychology. The qualitative tra-
dition, however, has been forgotten by the official
journals and handbooks of psychology to an extent
that makes it resemble repression.

The case is that many “founding fathers” in psy-
chology that today are not particularly associated
with qualitative research in fact based their work
on exactly that. It has likely been seen as embar-
rassing to textbook writers to include such figures
as Freud and Piaget among qualitative researchers,
since qualitative research has not figured among the
respectable methods of the science of psychology.
Psychology has been described by Sigmund Koch
as unique among the sciences in having decided on
its methods before defining its subject matter (see
Robinson, 2001). Psychology has had, as its subject
matter, something almost as elusive as the soul (i.e.,
the mind, which is an entity that psychologists have
never been able to agree on). It has been defined
as inner experience, outer behavior, information
processing, brain functioning, a social construction,
and many other things. But instead of agreeing on
the subject matter of their discipline, the majority of
psychologists have since the mid-twentieth century

constructed their science as a science of numbers
in an attempt to emulate the natural sciences.
There is something like a “physics envy” running
through the history of psychology and related dis-
ciplines, which has implied an exorcism of qualita-
tive research. The reader can try for herself to locate
a standard textbook from psychology and check
whether qualitative research is mentioned. The
chance is very high that qualitative methods are not
mentioned at all. Bruno Latour, an anthropologist
who has actually entered into and observed research
behavior in natural science laboratories, concludes
laconically, “The imitation of the natural sciences
by the social sciences has so far been a comedy of
errors” (Latour, 2000, p.14). It is a comedy of errors
chiefly because the natural sciences do not look at
all like it is imagined in psychology and the social
sciences. The natural sciences like physics, chem-
istry, biology, zoology, and geology are not built
around statistics but often around careful qualita-
tive descriptions of their subject matters. It can even
be argued that such fields as paleontology rests on
interpretative methods (Rorty, 1982). Anatomy and
physiology are qualitative disciplines in large parts,
describing the workings of the body, and it can—
without stretching the concept too far—be argued
that Darwin was a qualitative researcher, adept at
observing and interpreting the natural world in its
qualitative transformations.

If this analysis is valid, it means that qualitative
research in psychology—as in most, if notall, human
and social sciences—looks much more like natural
science than is normally imagined and is much older
than usually recognized. Here we can mention not
just Wundt’s cultural psychology, but also William
James study of religious experience, Freud’s inves-
tigations of dreams and his clinical method more
broadly, Gestalt psychologists’ research on percep-
tion, Piaget’s interviews with children, Bartlett’s
studies of remembering, and Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of the body. These are routinely
addressed in psychological textbooks—after all
they have all been formative of the discipline—but
their gualitative research methods are almost always
neglected or repressed. The history of interviewing
as a qualitative research method is closely connected
to the history of psychology (especially in its clinical
and therapeutic variants), and some of this history is
told in this book’s chapter on qualitative interview-
ing. Suffice it here to say that interviewing became
a method in the human and social sciences with
Freud’s psychoanalysis around 1900, and we refer
the reader to the interview chapter for the details.
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Although Freud’s status as a theorist of the mind
has been much debated in recent years, perhaps
his main contribution—simultaneously using the
conversation as a knowledge-producing instrument
and as a “talking cure”—remains as relevant as ever.
This makes it even stranger that Freud and the other
psychological pioneers have been repressed as quali-
tative psychologists from the mainstream of the dis-
cipline. It is hard to imagine that psychology and
similar sciences could have achieved their relatively
high impact on society had they not employed what
we call qualitative methods to zoom in on signifi-
cant aspects of human and social life.

The Social History of
Qualitative Research

Like all forms of social science, qualitative
research exists in social, economic, cultural, and
historical contexts, and must be understood in rela-
tion to these. Taking this as a point of departure, it
makes good sense that qualitative research experi-
enced a renaissance from the late 1960s onwards.
On a basis of a somewhat Western-biased or eth-
nocentric worldview, the 1960s can be considered
as a starting point for some major changes in life
forms, social institutions, and the whole social fab-
ric of society. As Gordana Jovanovic (2011) has
argued, the legitimacy of some of the apparently
solid social institutions such as the marriage and the
family were questioned, and a more pluralistic and
differentiated picture began to appear in terms of
social groups, and new social movements making
claims in favor of the environment, global peace,
and women’s and student’s rights emerged. Together
with the already existing critique of positivism and
a universal rational method put forward by scholars
such as Paul K. Feyerabend (1975), these changes,
Jovanovic argues, spurred the belief that traditional
natural science and causally oriented research mod-
els were inadequate in terms of studying and under-
standing these new forms of social life. Therefore
there was a need to develop approaches that could
uncover the meanings and nature of the unexpected
and apparently provocative, disturbing, and opposi-
tional social phenomena:

In these altered social circumstances, in which views
concerning both science and the position of science
had changed, it became possible to pose different
research questions, to shift the focus of research
interests, to redefine the research situation and the
role of its participants—in a word, conditions were
created for what histories of qualitative methods

usually describe as the ‘renaissance’ of qualitative
research. [Jovanovic, 2011, p. 18]

In other words, changes in life forms, world
views, and cultural practices were constituent
of the re-emergence of qualitative research on
the scientific scene in the 1960s and 1970s. And
as we have touched upon earlier in this chapter
(see section “The Internal History of Qualitative
Research”), to some extent this re-emergence of
qualitative research (at least among some of the
early Chicagoans) has been associated with emanci-
pation and with a practical use of social and human
science knowledge in favor of underprivileged
groups in society. Such history writing, however,
unveils only one specific aspect of the interconnect-
edness of qualitative research on the one hand and
the social fabric on the other.

The social history of qualitative research has
not yet been written, but it should also approach
its development in another way, namely as deeply
related to management and industrial organizations
(cf. the famous Hawthorne study that involved
interviews with thousands of workers with the
aim of increasing productivity) and also adver-
tisements and commercial research (focus groups,
consumer interviews, etc.). From a Foucauldian
perspective, qualitative research does not just spring
from the countercultural and emancipatory move-
ments of the 1960s and 1970s but may also have
become part of the soft and hidden forms of power
exertion in the confessional “interview society”
(Atkinson & Silverman, 1997), and—contrary to
its self-understanding—qualitative research may
quite often function as a tool in the hands of the
powerful (cf. the use of focus groups for marketing
and political purposes).

As discussed by Brinkmann and Kvale (2005),
the focus of the economies of Western societies has
shifted from efficient production of goods to cus-
tomers’ consumption of the goods produced. What
is important is no longer to make products as stable
and unfailing as possible, but rather to make markets
by influencing buyers through marketing. Henry
Ford is supposed to have said that customers could
get the Model T in any color they wanted, as long
as they preferred black, but in today’s post-Fordist
economy, such standardization is clearly outdated.
What is important today is not just the quality of
the product, but especially its style, the story behind
it, the experiences it generates, and what it reveals
about the owner’s self-in short, its hermeneutic
qualities. Products are sold with inbuilt planned
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obsolescence, and advertisements work to change
customers and construct their desires continually in
order for new products to find new markets. Softer,
more concealed forms of power gradually replace
the bureaucratic structures of industrial society
with its visible hierarchies and governance through
reward and punishment.

To begin writing the recent social history of
qualitative research, we may note how, in consumer
society, soft qualitative research has been added
to the repertoire of social science methodologies,
often superseding the bureaucratic forms of data
collection in standardized surveys and quantita-
tive experiments. While a textbook on quantitative
methodology may read like a manual for adminis-
trators and engineers, qualitative guidebooks read
more like manuals for personnel counselors and
advertisers, stressing emotions, empathy, and rela-
tionships. Although qualitative methods are often
pictured as progressive and even emancipatory, we
should not overlook the immersion of these meth-
ods in a consumer society, with its sensitivity towards
experiences, images, feelings, and lifestyles of the
consumers (Kvale, 2008). The qualitative inter-
view, for example, provides important knowledge
for manipulating consumers’ desires and behavior
through psychologically sophisticated advertising.
One of the most significant methods of marketing
in consumer society is—not surprisingly—qualita-
tive market research. More than a decade ago, it
already accounted for $2 billion to $3 billion world-
wide (Imms & Ereaut, 2002), and according to one
estimate, 5 percent of all British adults have taken
part in market research focus groups. Although a
major part of qualitative interviewing today takes
place within market research, the extensive use of
qualitative research interviews for consumer manip-
ulation is hardly taken into account in the many
discussions of qualitative research and its emancipa-
tory nature.

Concluding on the sketchy social history of
qualitative research, we may return to the sociology
department at University of Chicago, which has
been mentioned already as an important institu-
tion in terms of nurturing qualitative research in
a variety of forms from the late 1920s. We have
not, however, reflected on the socio-historical con-
ditions that might explain why the emergence of
qualitative research approaches emerged exactly
here at this specific time. In our view, there seem
to be a least two answers to this admittedly com-
plex question. First, the sociology department was
initially uniquely crowded with intellectuals who

were influenced by pragmatic and interactionist
thought, by Continental (particularly German)
thinking stressing description and understanding
before causal explanation, and also by journalism,
by ecology models, and essayistic writing. At the
same time, there was a strong spirit of wanting to
link sociological research with engagement in social
issues and social reform (Abbott, 1999; Bulmer,
1984). Second, the early Chicagoans’ initial inter-
est in immigrants, patterns of urban development,
crime, and the general social dynamics of city life
stimulated scholars such as Thomas, Znaniecki,
Park, and Burgess to develop and employ research
strategies that were different from the quantitative
ones (see Jorgensen & Smith, 2009). One might
say that the study of the complexity of new city life
craved methodological considerations and research
strategies that made the qualitative perspective
come in handy. Thus in order to understand and
grasp the cultural complexities of immigrant com-
munities, the social worlds of marginalized people,
and the segmentation of cities in distinctive zones,
these researchers were somehow bound to employ
and advance qualitative methods and techniques
such as biographical research, fieldwork, and

mapping.

The Technological History
of Qualitative Research

Qualitative research indeed depends on human
beings observing, interacting with, and talking to
each other, but its history has also been driven by
technological developments. It is difficult to imag-
ine qualitative research as we know it today without
the invention of the portable tape recorder, and later
digital recording devices, and also the whole range
of software that enables computer-assisted analyses
of qualitative materials. The development of these
technologies has created new opportunities and pos-
sibilities for researchers in regard to collecting, man-
aging, and analyzing qualitative data (Schwand,
2001, p. 27). However, not only have qualitative
researchers adopted and made direct use of different
technological devices in the research process, tech-
nological advances have also spurred new qualitative
approaches and methods. The technological history
of qualitative research, we contend, is thus a history
of researchers making use of technological artifacts
not specifically or purposely developed for qualita-
tive research, of revising their methods in response
to technological innovation, and of the development
of technologies specifically designed for research
purposes. We briefly summarize this technological
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history by examining the ways that technological
innovations have transformed and developed both
the collection and the analysis of qualitative data.

Data Collection

Just as technological inventions have affected
the general history of mankind in a variety of
ways, technological innovations have triggered a
number of major changes or shifts in the history
qualitative research and methodology. The first, and
admittedly trivial, technologically driven shift was
brought about by advances in transportation tech-
nology. In the very early days of anthropology (i.e.,
before Malinowski’s groundbreaking works in the
Trobriand Islands), anthropologists typically relied
on secondhand materials gathered by others such as
documents, travel logs, and reports written by colo-
nial officials, missionaries, participants in scientific
expeditions, or travelling salesmen. Unsurprisingly,
this production of knowledge about cultures and
social groups (later known as “armchair research”)
without ever meeting or interacting with them has
later been criticized for lacking authenticity and thus
for drawing conclusions on the basis of insufficient
or inadequate data (Markle, West, & Rich, 2011).
However, as transportation technology improved
and made long-distance travelling easier and afford-
able, anthropologists began to travel around the
globe and to practice what has become known as
fieldwork, thus immersing themselves in the lives of
the people under study, interacting with them, and
taking part in their practices and producing data on
site. In some cases, these traveling scholars brought
with them new technologies such as travel typewrit-
ers and typed field notes while staying in the field.
At this early stage of qualitative research, qualita-
tive researchers invested massive energy in recording
data. Researchers conducting interviews or doing
observations often made handwritten summaries of
interviews or conversations or wrote detailed field
notes in their notebooks. At this point, a great deal
of the researcher’s work consisted of making records
of her experiences in the field, or simply to produce
data and make them storable.

This situation was dramatically changed by the
invention and use of audio recorders. The introduc-
tion of these devices in the practice of qualitative
research also constitutes a substantial methodologi-
cal advance since they made it possible for researchers
to collect and record information from observa-
tions or from interviews simultaneously. Being able
to record information as an integrated part of the
data-gathering process enabled researchers to collect

larger piles of data and to dedicate more efforts to
the process of analysis. Furthermore, the fact that
researchers could record conversations with par-
ticipants, have them transcribed, and thus be able
to return to them as they actually appeared consti-
tuted a major methodological progress. The process
of making transcripts, and the following reading
and re-reading, enabled the researcher to familiar-
ize herself with the data in a completely new way
(Gibbs, Friese, & Mangabeira, 2002). The making
of transcripts gradually has become conceived of as
an integral part of the qualitative research process
since the intense listening to recordings makes the
researcher aware of subtle and taken-for-granted
dimensions in the participant’s talk that researchers
without recordings “would routinely fail to notice,
fail to remember, or be unable to record in a suf-
ficient detail by taking hand-written notes as it hap-
pened” (Rapley, 2007, p. 50).

In a somewhat similar way, photographic tech-
nology has had an impact on qualitative research.
The use of photography as an aspect of qualitative
research goes back to the early works of Gregory
Bateson and Margaret Mead and their photographic
ethnography of Balinese character (1942). Bateson
and Mead’s photographic report has achieved a land-
mark status among anthropologists and, although
their innovative work was greeted with some puzzle-
ment (Jacknis, 1988), the use of photographs has
become popular not only within a special branch of
anthropology but among a much broader commu-
nity of qualitative researchers working within the
field of visual methods (see Collier & Collier, 1986;
Harper, 2012; Pink, 2007).

Still another shift was brought about by video
recording and analysis (Gibbs, Friese & Mangabeira,
2002). Digital technologies have opened up new
ways of collecting, managing, and analyzing quali-
tative data. The use of video recordings have been
employed within a broad field of qualitative stud-
ies, and since it allows the researcher to re-observe
situations over and over again and thus discover
new facets and aspects of their structure and pro-
cesses, this technology appears among the standard
data-collecting techniques in qualitative research.
The most recent qualitative methodological innova-
tions have been catalyzed by the development of the
Internet. Not only has the Internet made it possible
to collect data in new ways, it has also created new
forms of sociability, which in turn have catalyzed
the development of existing qualitative methods.

The E-Interview represents one such example
of how modern information and communication
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technology have spurred innovative data collect-
ing processes. E-Interviewing may be found in a
variety of forms, but basically it entails a researcher
and a research participant (or a group of par-
ticipants) communicating through a sequence of
e-mails involving questions and answers. As such,
E-Interviewing appears similar to conventional
e-mail communication and thus is quite different
from face-to-face interviewing, where interviewer
and interviewee interact directly in a real-time
social encounter. Obviously (and to some extent
similar to telephone interviewing, which of course
is another technologically facilitated data-collection
technique), such Internet-based data collection has
some advantages: it is cost-effective since it elimi-
nates travel and transcription expenses, it makes it
possible to interview people who would not have
accepted to participate in a face-to-face inter-
view, and it may provide opportunities for access-
ing data that would have been difficult to obtain
through direct face-to-face interaction (Bampton &
Cowton, 2002). Thus some qualitative researchers,
such as Holge-Hazelton (2002), have found that,
in researching sensitive and personal topics using
E-Interviews, there was a remarkable lack of inhibi-
tion among participants as rapport was quite easy
to establish. On the other hand, being a distanced,
asynchronous form of interaction, the E-Interview
provides no access to the non-verbal and tacit signs
that are highly valuable in terms of managing the
interview process and thus in improving the quality
of data collecting (Bampton & Cowton, 2002).

Whereas technological innovations and new
devices have been adapted by social scientists, thereby
facilitating the use of well-established research strat-
egies and methods, technological inventions do, of
course, also lead to or mediate new forms of social
life, which in turn may call for a rethinking of com-
mon textbook methods. One illustrating example is
found within ethnography. Traditional ethnographic
techniques cover a variety of procedures that may
assist the researcher in her face-to-face dealings with
people, be it individual human beings or groups of
people. However, as more and more social interac-
tions unfold on the Internet or are otherwise medi-
ated by information technologies, ethnographers and
other qualitative researchers have been urged to adapt
their strategies to the nature of these rapidly develop-
ing online social worlds.

Robert V. Kozinets is a pioneer in the field
of adapting traditional ethnography procedures
(of entrée, collecting data, making valid inter-
pretations, doing ethical research, and providing

possibilities for participants feedback). Extending
the strengths of ethnographic methods to series
of qualitative studies of online communities, he
coined the term “netnography” to grasp the special
trade of ethnographic study on online communi-
ties. In the words of Kozinets (2002, p. 62), this
approach “is a new qualitative research methodol-
ogy that adapts ethnographic research techniques to
study the cultures and communities that are emerg-
ing through computer-mediated communications.”
Netnography, then, exemplifies how technology
affects the nature of social life and how, in turn,
qualitative researchers adapt to new and emerg-
ing forms of sociability by rethinking and extend-
ing well-established techniques and procedures.
Netnographies have been conducted in a variety of
online communities in order to grasp their specific
meanings and symbolisms. One recent example
is O’Leary and Carroll’s study (2012) of online
poker subcultures in which netnography proved to
be a useful and cost-effective method of providing
insight into the social ecosystem of online poker
gamblers and specific attitudes pertaining to this
community.

Data Analysis

Not long ago, management and analysis of quali-
tative data typically involved (and often still does)
an overwhelming amount of paperwork. Qualitative
researchers buried themselves in their handwrit-
ten field notes, interview transcripts, or other
documents. Trawling systematically through their
material, researchers marked chunks of data and
organized these bites of data in more or less com-
plicated index systems, drew models of emerging
analytical patters, discovered data that challenged
the emerging conceptual framework, and ended up,
in most cases, with a final report, dissertation, or
research paper. For today’s qualitative researchers,
this caricature lacks an important dimension: the
computer and often also various types of data analy-
sis software.

As pointed out by Raymond Lee & Nigel
Fielding (2004), the launch of the first generations
of word-processing programs was a great help to
most qualitative researchers. These programs made
it possible to store, edit, systematize, and mod-
ify collected materials in a far more effective and
less time-consuming way. Qualitative researchers
no longer had to make large piles of photocop-
ies in which chunks of text were marked or cut
out and placed in separate holders since the new
word-processing packages provided very useful
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searching, copying, cutting, and pasting facilities.
Similarly, conventional database programs (such as
Microsoft Access) found their way into the realm
of qualitative research supporting the analysis of
interviews and other qualitative materials (Myer,
Gruppe, & Franz, 2002).

In theearly 1980s, the first generation of qualitative
analysis programs was introduced (Weitzman 2000,
p. 804). These types of programs, which have later
been referred to as CAQDAS, or Computer-Assisted
Qualitative Data Analysis Software (Lee & Fielding,
1995), facilitated direct coding of the data and
subsequent searches in the coded material. Later
versions of these first generations of CAQDAS
allowed for quick assessments of overlapping or
inter-relating concepts, retrieval of data on specific
themes from participant with assigned with specific
attribute values (Lee & Fielding 2004). Obviously,
such facilities support the more sophisticated and
conceptual work of qualitative research since they
enable the systematic investigation of emergent
patterns and relationships in the data. These later
generations of programs that assist more complex
and interpretive analytic tasks have been termed
“theory builders” since they contain tools and pro-
cedures that support the development of theoretical
schemes and conceptual frameworks. Some of these
programs also support collaborative qualitative
research processes allowing members of a research
team to merge their analytic work in an integrated
project and similarly for assessing quality measures
such as inter-coder reliability. Furthermore, some
packages support the integration of various kinds of
digitized qualitative data such as photographs, video
recordings, and rich text files, and some also con-
tains tools for coding not only in textual data but
directly in digitized speech and video recordings.

The introduction of computer-technology in the
processes of collecting, managing, and analyzing
qualitative data has triggered important discussions
in the research community on the nature of qualita-
tive research and on the limitations and potentials
offered by these new technologies. A core issue in
these debates has been the possible (and perhaps
non-reflected) ways that technology impacts on the
practice of qualitative research and analysis (Buston,
1997). In terms of data analysis software, techno-
logical skeptics have expressed concerns that most
software packages stimulate a specific (code-based)
analytic strategy (Seidel, 1991)—that the wide-
spread use of CAQDAS eventually may result in
an unhappy homogenization and convergence
towards a certain type of analysis and even towards

a new kind of data management orthodoxy (Barry,
1998; Coffey, Holbrook, & Atkinson, 1996; Welsh,
2002); that use of computers and software packages
creates a distance between researcher and data and
prevents the researcher from immersing herself in
the data (Roberts & Wilson, 2002); and finally that
many software packages are somewhat incompatible
with the ambiguous nature of qualitative data and
thereby pose a threat to the holistic nature of quali-
tative research (Kelle, 1995; Mason, 2002; Weaver
& Atkinson, 1994). On the other hand, technologi-
cal optimists (e.g., Richards & Richards, 1994) do
not neglect the potential pitfalls of non-reflexive
use of CAQDAS, but emphasize how software
packages enable management and analysis of large
pools of qualitative data, and that CAQDAS pro-
vides procedures for rigorous and transparent ana-
lytic work and thus potentially for enhancing the
quality of qualitative research. Similarly, optimists
also argue that, although the quantitative tools in
analysis software may be used recklessly, sensible
use may provide the researcher with a quick and
thought-stimulating overview of characteristic pat-
terns or indicate possible relations or hypotheses
to be explored. The powerful search engines at the
heart of most CAQDAS packages are also effective
tools for improving the validity of analysis, which
is also the case concerning the visualizing or model
building facilities with direct data access. Although
this somewhat exaggerated polarization between
technological skeptics and optimists is grounded
in the nature and specific features of the available
software packages, the different positions often also
reflect some more fundamental differences in terms
of qualitative methodology approaches. Researchers
within the phenomenological tradition that empha-
size the subjective understanding and interpretation
of behavior and verbalizations often tend to view
CAQDAS more negatively than qualitative research-
ers working within the paradigm of grounded
theory, content analysis, or other approaches that
may profit from the coding and quantification tools
available in many programs (Berg, 2003, p. 266).
From this technological history, it appears that
technological advances have transformed and
advanced key elements in the practice of qualita-
tive research (i.e., collecting, managing, and analyz-
ing data). Technological developments (sometimes
carried out by qualitative researchers themselves in
collaboration with technicians and computer engi-
neers) have broadened the methodological repertoire
of qualitative researchers and have brought about
new ways of gathering, managing, and analyzing
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data. Thus technological innovations have changed
and transformed the practical tasks of qualitative
research as well as its scope and potentials. Due to
technological development, qualitative researchers
today spent less time recording and producing data
than they did a few decades ago, just as new ways of
working with and looking at data became possible
with the launch of analysis software and when audio
and video recordings enabled the researcher to store
and return to situations as they originally appeared.
The technological history of qualitative research
thus reminds us that qualitative researchers contin-
ually reflect on and adjust their methods not only to
fit the actual phenomenon under study, but also to
a broader milieu of cultural factors such as techno-

logical innovations (Markle, West & Rich, 2011).

Concluding Thoughts About
the Future

It would be no exaggeration to conclude that,
during the last decades, the broad church of quali-
tative research has reached a strong position within
the human and the social sciences. As our six histo-
ries have suggested, different social, cultural, mate-
rial, intellectual, and technological changes have
spurred the emergence of new qualitative meth-
ods and innovations of well-known and celebrated
approaches. Furthermore, strong efforts to describe
and delineate qualitative procedures and research
guidelines (in textbooks and qualitative curricula at
universities) within the variety of approaches from
grounded theory, content analysis, interaction pro-
cess analysis, discourse analysis, and others have
contributed to the relative success and widespread
acceptance of qualitative research as “real science”
in the research community as well and in the public
sphere. As qualitative researchers, we of course wel-
come this situation. However, it might be fruitful to
consider the possible, often neglected side effect of
this “scientification” of qualitative research. Almost
twenty years ago, Valerie Janesick warned qualitative
researchers against the pitfall that cultivating and
outlining procedures of qualitative methods could
result in researchers losing sight of the subject mat-
ter and thus gradually undermining the potential of
qualitative research. Like others, she referred to this
tendency as “methodolatry” that she designated:

a combination of method and idolatry, to describe a
preoccupation with selecting and defending methods
to the exclusion of the actual substance of the story
being told. Methodolatry is the slavish attachment
and devotion to method that so often overtakes the

discourse in the education and human service fields.

[Janesick, 1994 p. 215]

Whether methodolatry in the qualitative research
community is interpreted as an expression of some
sort of “physics envy” among qualitative research-
ers, or as an adjustment of qualitative research to the
public demand for evidence-based knowledge (which
often is confused with positivist and experimental
studies), the consequences of such qualitative meth-
odological fetishism might be detrimental for quali-
tative research. Psychologist Kerry Chamberlain has
discussed how privileging questions of method over all
other important questions pertaining to the research
process deprives qualitative research its distinctive
characteristics as a creative, flexible, interpretive enter-
prise with a strong critical potential. If qualitative
research is confused with categorizing and illustrating
talk, instead of interpreting and theorizing the con-
tents of it, and if qualitative researchers uncritically
adopt conceptions of validity and reliability from pos-
itivism and fail to acknowledge the ideological base of
the trade, we will compromise essential aspects of our
historical legacy (Chamberlain, 2000) and perhaps
even the raison d’étre of qualitative research.

We make no claim that methodolatry is stan-
dard among qualitative researchers. However, we
have registered that discussions of such tendencies
have emerged within several subfields of quali-
tative research. Some (e.g., Steiner 2002) have
even concluded that the majority of qualitative
research could be characterized as “scientistic” due
to its concern with generalizability, objectivity,
and rationality. Others have used George Ritzer’s
(2008) McDonaldization thesis to argue that we
are witnessing a McDonaldization of qualitative
research. According to Ritzer, the cultural process
of McDonaldization is characterized by efficiency,
calculability, predictability, and control—all of
which seem to favor standardized methodologies
in qualitative research. Nancarrow and colleagues
have concluded the following about the impact of
McDonaldization on qualitative research:

Just as McWorld creates ‘a common world taste
around common logos, advertising slogans, stars,
songs, brand names, jingles and trademarks’ [...],
the qualitative research world also seems to be
moving towards a common world taste for an
instantly recognisable and acceptable research
method that can be deployed fast. [Nancarrow, Vir,
and Barker, 2005, p. 297]

With this risk in mind, we find it appropri-

ate to remind ourselves of the core values and
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characteristics of qualitative research. Privileging
method over the subject matter of research and
developing rigid methodological straitjackets will
not bring qualitative research closer to “the royal
road of scientificity” (Lather, 2005 p. 12), but rather
the opposite. Only by reminding ourselves of our
historical legacy and embracing the unpredictable,
flexible, and messy nature of qualitative research can
we practice, develop, and fertilize our trade.

Taking a look into the future of qualitative
research necessarily involves a reflection on the
possible lines of development within the field of
computer-assisted qualitative research. Since tech-
nological advances keep a steady pace and since
qualitative researchers continuously seek out the
potential of newly available research technologies,
innovations that strengthen the nature and widen the
scope of qualitative research are to be expected. In the
early 2000s, it was still considered an open question
whether the development of voice-recognition soft-
ware could lead to computer-supported interview
transcription (Flick 2002, p. 17). At present, how-
ever, some voice-recognition software packages have
transcription modes and speech-to-text modes that
support the transformation of (certain kinds) of talk
into text. Although the speech-to-text software still
needs some improvement in order to free research
assistants or secretaries from the work of transcrip-
tion, reaching this goal is not at the forefront of
the innovative efforts put forward by the propo-
nents of computer-facilitated qualitative research.
The cutting-edge developments of CAQDAS seem
to point at new and interesting directions. One
emerging and promising field is the integration
of geographical information systems with the use
of CAQDAS. Lately, qualitative researchers such
as Fielding & Cisneros (2009) and Verd & Porcel
(2012) have described how data from Geographical
Information System (GIS) could be integrated in
software packages supporting qualitative analysis.
Thus Verd & Porcel applied a form of qualitative
GIS in a study of an urban transformation project
in the city of Barcelona in order to investigate the
social production of urban space. And in addition
to opening a completely new strand of qualitative
urban research (or perhaps more correctly revital-
izing the urban sociology of the early Chicagoans by
adding new data and technologies) that stimulates a
new form of sensitivity towards the spatial dimen-
sions of social world, such creative synthesis of GIS
technology and CAQDAS has added new concepts
to the vocabulary of qualitative research such as geoc-
oding or georeferencing, or “the type of information

processing that consists in the geographical localiza-
tion and placing of qualitative material such as pho-
tographs, field notes, text fragments of documents
and any other information.” (Verd & Porcel, 2012,
paragraph 14). The CAQDAS trend in qualitative
research can be seen as aligned with the scientistic
push for standardization, but it can also be looked
upon in a more balanced way. Although uncritical
use of CAQDAS admittedly might fuel processes of
methodolatry (stimulating the technical side over
the interpretive side), there still seems to be strong
potential in using CAQDAS to strengthen the qual-
itative investigation of some forms of audio-visual
data (such as video data) or data sources (geographi-
cal and spatial) that until recently have been used
primarily by quantitative social researchers. The
fruitful mixing of qualitative analysis software with
seemingly non-qualitative data rests on the creative
and imaginative work of qualitative researchers that
dare challenge traditional conceptions such as the
sharp demarcations of qualitative and quantitative
research. This might be an example of a more general
development related to the whole mixed-methods
movement.

Other contemporary qualitative researchers
argue that we need to move in the exact opposite
direction of methodolatry. The traditions that are
prevalent in the Handbook of Qualitative Research,
edited by Denzin and Lincoln, favor a more politi-
cal, even activist, attitude to qualitative research,
which is based on ethical values of care and com-
munity (rather than validity and reliability) and
employs aesthetic means (e.g., borrowed from lit-
erature and the arts) to favor social justice. Today,
the tension between those on the one hand who
seek to use qualitative methods to do “normal sci-
ence” (in a Kuhnian sense) and employ standardized
formats to communicate their findings, and those
on the other hand who experiment with non- and
even anti-methodological approaches (e.g., drama,
poetry, autoethnography) is central to the field of
qualitative research. The time might have come to
ask if there is anything that holds the many different
practices together that go by the name “qualitative
research”—other than the name itself. Some schol-
ars give a negative answer and go so far as to argue
that we are—or should be—in a position of “post”
qualitative research (St. Pierre, 2011), meaning that
the term has lost its rhetorical force and simply
freezes inquiry rather than setting our thinking free.
Others (e.g., Hammersley, 2011) find that the cur-
rent fragmentation and experimentation in quali-
tative research risks rendering qualitative research
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redundant in the eyes of society. A field with so
much inner tension might not be taken seriously.

Our goal in this context is of course not to
settle this discussion once and for all. As the his-
torical contributions presented in this chapter dem-
onstrate, qualitative research represents a range of
rich and vibrant approaches to the study of human
lives and social phenomena. As we have seen in this
chapter, the term itself—qualitative research—is
barely 100 years old, and we are confident that if
the term is no longer useful, then researchers of the
future will have to invent other concepts to desig-
nate the process of studying our social and personal
worlds. That it is worthwhile and necessary to study
ourselves as human beings, with all the qualitative
characteristics of our experiences and actions, seems
to be as true as ever. And the fact that the landscape
of qualitative research is extremely variegated might
not be too surprising given the complexities of the
subject matter.
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CHAPTER

Chares Demetriou andVictor Roudometof

The History of Historical-Comparative
Methods in Sociology

Abstract

offer room for further research.

This chapter offers an overview of the historical trajectory of comparative-historical sociology while
focusing on the issue of development of specific methodological approaches.The legacy of sociology’s
founding fathers is discussed first, followed by an overview of the post-World War Il US-based academic
research program that led to the institutional organization and academic acceptance of the specialty.

The chapter then offers an assessment of effect of the cultural turn to historical sociology by addressing
the themes of temporality and narrative. It argues that today the field displays a variety of different
methodological strategies or perspectives and that this tolerance toward varied methodologies is likely
to be a permanent feature. It concludes with an assessment of those new or emerging areas that seem to

Key Words: Sociology, comparative, historical, methods

By way of introduction, it is necessary that we
caution the reader with regard to the following: dis-
cussions of methodology within the field commonly
known as comparative historical sociology are nearly
inescapably analyses that involve the entire practice
of the field—and what constitutes the field’s state of
the art. In this sense, they encompass a huge array
of issues, including epistemological concerns. At
the core of this predisposition lies the professional
necessity of mostly US-based historical sociologists
to acquire cherished professional credentials for
their practice and to subsequently gain legitimacy,
acceptance, and visibility within the discipline.
That is quite unlike the situation in other fields—
for example, in urban or medical sociology—that
historically faced no such requirement of proving
their worth to the profession. This is in large part
the consequence of the historically entrenched dis-
tance between social sciences and history in the US
educational system. In Europe, unlike in the United
States, this issue is far less pronounced. As a result,

outside the United States, historical sociology does
not appear as a coherently organized field to the
extent that it does in the US-based educational sys-
tem and its transatlantic satellites.

To the casual observer, comparative historical
sociology may appear to be an area of sociology
aiming to draw comparisons from historical mate-
rial. However, as this chapter shows, this is quite
contested. In fact, the extent and nature of com-
parisons is part of the ongoing discussion among
sociologists themselves. This is evident when read-
ing mainstream work in this field. Although explicit
comparisons of historical cases are made, analyses
and reconstructions of single historical trajecto-
ries are far more typical. These treatments of his-
tory are indirectly comparative; that is, they feature
comparisons between a single specific historical
case and a theory, framework, or research para-
digm. This can take several forms. For example, in
one instance, there might be a comparison made
between what is being analyzed and an abstract
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model—for example, the outlook of a civilization,
the archetype of modernization sequence, or any
other sort of ideal type. In other instances, there
might be a comparison made between what is
analyzed and a recurrent historical trajectory—for
example, the comparison between a historically spe-
cific turning point toward democratization and an
often-traversed turning point (such as a particular
level of economic or institutional development).
In light of this broad and theoretically informed
research strategy, a multitude of analyses of histori-
cal change are undertaken in dialogue with broader
theoretical agendas. These serve the expansion of
sociological understanding and can be considered
as part of historical and comparative sociology. This
understanding renders the adjective “comparative”
almost redundant. It might seem a strange conclu-
sion but, wittingly or unwittingly, most practitio-
ners tacitly accept it when they describe themselves
simply as “historical sociologists.”

Being so broad, this description of the field of
(comparative) historical sociology raises the issue
of boundary setting;: is the field of historical sociol-
ogy coterminous with the field of history as such?
Was not Herodotus himself a historical sociolo-
gist? After all, Durkheim (Durkheim & Giddens,
1972, pp. 78-79) has advocated the position that
when sociological explanation becomes causal it
also becomes historical. This chapter’s response to
the quagmire looming behind the mixture of logical
taxonomy and disciplinary practice is unoriginal.
We shall avoid describing the field of history, how-
ever reasonable this might seem, and focus simply
on self-identified historical sociology; that is, we
shall obey the standard rules of disciplinary practice.
In itself, this is a complicated task, for some works
are less forthcoming than others in declaring their
disciplinary allegiances. In the stories historical soci-
ologists tell about themselves, there are familial ref-
erences to the work of those who, strictly speaking,
would be classified as nonsociologists (historians,
philosophers, and numerous others). These linkages
are part of the tradition of historical sociology and
therefore claim their rightful place in this chapter’s
pages. But we will eschew an “independent” map-
ping of the logical connections between historical
sociology and its kin in other academic fields.

As one may already suspect, the field of historical
sociology does not feature a coherent set of method-
ological guidelines, and this makes it wiser to speak
not of a single method but of merhods in the plu-
ral. Just as with other fields, historical sociologists
lack a shared consensus regarding the field’s general
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methods. Indeed, when considering historical soci-
ology’s most influential examples of scholarship, it is
necessary to admit that they vary greatly in the logic
and epistemological presuppositions involved in
their implicit or explicit comparisons. Therefore, a
comprehensive view is needed to sort out the meth-
odological variety. Such a view should be capable of
navigating from the substantive historical account
to the various facets of meta-theoretical reflection.
We anchor this effort on a meta-theoretical scheme
suggested by Charles Tilly. This scheme consid-
ers the logics of explanation as being elements of
meta-theory independent from other elements of
meta-theory—such as, most notably, ways of data
collection and epistemology. Tilly (2008, p. 9) clas-
sifies the variety of explanatory logics employed in
general sociology as follows:

1. Proposals of covering laws for complex
structures and processes: Explanations here consist
of subjecting robust empirical generalizations to
increasingly higher levels of generalization, with
the most general of all standing as laws

2. Specification of necessary and sufficient
conditions for concrete instances of the same complex
structures and processes

3. Variable analyses: In which statistical analysis
shows the extent to which one or more predictor
variables (often called “independent variables”)
account statistically for variation in an outcome
variable (often called the “dependent variable”)

4. Location of structures and processes within
larger systems they supposedly serve or express: For
example, through the claims that element X serves
function Y within system Z

5. Stage models: In which placement within
an invariant sequence accounts for the episode at
hand; for example, the stages of revolution or of
economic growth

6. Identification of individual or group
dispositions just before the point of action as causes
of that action—propensity accounts

7. Reduction of complex episodes, or certain
Sfeatures of those episodes, to their component
mechanisms and processes.

As already mentioned, this scheme’s merit lies in
avoiding the conflation between the logic of expla-
nation and issues of epistemology or data collection.
In principle, the logic of explanation is independent
of the other two dimensions. It is possible to consider
a given logic of explanation as it is applied through
different types of collected data and different episte-
mologies (e.g., empiricist/idealist/realist or skeptic/



positivist). The ability to juxtapose these logics of
explanation with other dimensions becomes partic-
ularly important vis-a-vis some epistemological ten-
sions characterizing historical sociology, such as the
analytical versus narrative tension, because it casts
them in a new light. This does not mean that we pri-
oritize the logic of explanation over epistemology.
We do not believe, in fact, that the major stakes in
the field of historical sociology, when it comes to the
question of comparative method, can be reduced to
such logic any more than to epistemology. But these
logics of explanation, although not exhaustive, cap-
ture historical sociology’s methodological varieties.

The Predisciplinary Masters and
Their Early Legacies

Sociology in general and historical sociology
in particular trace their roots to the work of Karl
Marx, Max Weber, and Emile Durkheim. If their
profound role in shaping subsequent scholarship
explains their contemporary status as the discipline’s
founding fathers, what is particularly entrancing for
historical sociology is their approach to explaining
modernity. Indeed, this approach—essentially con-
sisting of conceptualizing the modern condition as
a phase in a historical process and of analyzing that
process sociologically—was later considered as his-
torical sociology’s trademark. Instead of historiciz-
ing or philosophizing modernity along the earlier
paradigms of Enlightenment or Romanticism, each
sought to understand it more rigorously and “tech-
nically” as a form of social interaction and related
immanent meaning. But what is the respective logic
of their method and what is comparative about it?

“Marx is not a sociologist,” Henri Lefebvre
(1972, p. 22) writes, “but there is sociology in
Marx.” Much of it, in fact, is historical sociology,
including the use of the comparative method in the
narrower sense. Of course, Marx’s theory encom-
passes knowledge about reality into a synthesis that
integrates philosophy, sociology, history, psychol-
ogy, and so on. Because of this, his writings seem to
take different methodological colors. He offers, in
the first place, a sophisticated stage model of history
based on interactive path dependency and a dialec-
tical approach, a style that was turned into a carica-
ture by later followers and critics. But when he takes
up less macroscopic analyses, he also appears to be
a systems thinker, locating structures and processes
within larger bifurcated systems sustained through
these structures—to wit, economic exploitation is
thought to be constitutive of class structures and
other sociopolitical edifices. And then one can

distinguish between “old Marx” (e.g., the author
of Capital) and “young Marx” (the author of the
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844).
Although traditional interpretations have used “old
Marx” as their point of reference (just like most
Marxists did until the mid-twentieth century), a far
more complex picture emerges once both “young”
and “old” Marx are reconciled (for a discussion,
see Zeitlin, 2001). Marx’s fundamental epistemo-
logical perspective therefore emerges as one that
acknowledges the irreducible richness of reality and
the violence that reduction does to such richness.
Accordingly, as the consensus in recent decades
points out, Marx does not reduce social relations to
a systemic whole or to essentialized classes. Rather,
his primary unit of analysis remains the form
of social relations, and this is also his key unit of
comparison (Kelly, 2003). In this sense, these rela-
tions have an analytical role that places them close
to Tilly’s (2008) last logic of explanation: relations
that are explanatory components of processes—
although Marx never put it that way.

Marx’s key form of social relations—the relations
of production—is very specific. But for Marx, rela-
tions of production do not entail a rigid, unchang-
ing structure, nor is their historic path closed to
contingency. For one, their development relates to
the development of the broader mode of produc-
tion, including variable productive forces such as
technologies and other material means of produc-
tion, as well as labor power. Furthermore, relations
of production feature power asymmetries that are
not strictly (or not always) determined by economic
forces but potentially also by the political applica-
tion of power, as in the feudal system. And as “the
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” (Marx,
1869/1973) makes clear, political events also can
have a role to play in the way power asymmetries
are configured, at least in the relatively short run. It
is in this theoretical context that Marx can use the
form of relations/modes of production as a unit of
comparison. Following Marx, therefore, it is possi-
ble to investigate relations and modes of production
in a given historical context, to develop generaliza-
tions on that basis, and to reduce their form for
the sake of understanding that historical context in
relation to other historical or geographical contexts.
In his own writings, and particularly in the German
Ideology, Marx differentiates among the tribal or
communal, slave-owning, Asiatic, feudal, and capi-
talist modes of production (for an overview, see
Zeidin, 2001, pp. 152-180). Thus, he arrives at a
model that allows him to advance cross-temporal as
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well as cross-spatial comparisons. However, he did
not conclude the historical-sociological project piv-
oting on this comparative hinge, and he left numer-
ous issues open for lively debate among scholars of
later generations.

By comparison, Max Weber’s comparative project
makes more assured strides, both methodologically
and historically. Methodologically, in fact, Weber
seems to have clarified the heuristic and compara-
tive ideas Marx had originally pioneered—although
Weber did not see himself as someone working
along the same lines. In large part influenced by
Georg Simmel’s notion of the “form,” Weber’s con-
cept of the ideal type acknowledges both reality’s
elusive complexity and the necessity for formulat-
ing tentative generalizations. In turn, such general-
izations operate both as heuristic tools for specific
historical investigation and as comparative tools for
broader historical understanding. Intellectual prog-
ress thereby becomes possible because ideal types
are open for further refinement down the path
of research, hence constructing a feedback loop
whereby concepts further refine historical research
and vice versa. It is precisely this move that enabled
Weber to develop his analytical approach to history,
as opposed to the traditional approach of description
through conjecture. Importantly, Weber’s analytic
approach, when judged through his entire oeuvre, is
open to multicausality, which rejects cultural as well
as material determinisms (Holton, 2003).

Weber’s main preoccupation was to understand
the distinctiveness of the West. The series of ideal
types that he developed—vis-a-vis rationalization,
secularization, bureaucratization, and so on—were
in the service of this quest. By far the most celebrated
and widely read of Weber’s works, 7he Protestant
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905/2010), ini-
tiated an entire debate concerning the extent and
validity of Weber’s thesis about the causal influence
of Protestantism in the consolidation of Western
capitalism. Although that debate was influential
in promoting further historical and quantitative
research on the relationship between religious affili-
ation and “work ethic,” it is important to note that
the book itself was only the first step in a larger and
long-term research agenda Weber pursued in the
course of his life. His systematic focus on the com-
parative study of world religions—which matured
in the course of at least two decades of research and
writing but was ultimately left incomplete—should
be viewed in light of his broader master plan of jux-
taposing the Western path to modernization with
the alternative Oriental historical paths. In studying
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Confucianism, for example, he sought to under-
stand the reasons that prevented capitalism from
developing in China (Weber, 1915/1951). Thus, he
understood the Confucian worldview to be counter
to such development because it valued individu-
als’ cultural growth and devalued productive activ-
ity—the latter, of course, being the hallmark of
Protestant asceticism. It must be stressed, however,
that Weber considers additional factors, beyond
religion, in understanding the “case of China,”
particularly factors relating to patrimonialism and
bureaucracy. In light of contemporary postcolonial
criticism, it is perhaps self-evident that Weber’s con-
ceptualizations, however brilliant, did ultimately
succumb to the dominant Eurocentrism of his era.
For example, Weber famous use of caesorpapism to
understand church—state relations in Byzantium is
not an interpretation supported by contemporary
historical writing. Still, in spite of such shortcom-
ings, Weber’s analytical perspective—and in par-
ticular the multicausality explicitly endorsed in
his writings—promoted a pioneering comparative
project with lasting value. This project’s legacy was
felt mostly in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury and was closely connected to the rise of histori-
cal sociology as a distinct specialty (for an overview
and explication, see Kalberg, 1994).

Durkheim’s legacy in historical research is
actually enormous, but his main impact has
been in the field of history (both in social his-
tory and the history of ideas), not in self-declared
comparative-historical ~ sociology. =~ Durkheim’s
work on the systems of classifications provided a
cornerstone for the articulation of French struc-
turalism in the mid-twentieth century and still
can be felt in French post-structuralism, espe-
cially in the work of Michel Foucault. In addi-
tion to the history of ideas, Durkheim’s paradigm
of “social morphology” as a multicausal map of
factors shaping “society” (demography, geog-
raphy, quantitative analysis based on hard data,
etc.) provided the fundamental methodological
template on which Fernand Braudel (1949/1972)
conceived his framework for the analysis of social
change in the longue durée. Braudel was perhaps
the most influential of the group of French schol-
ars who introduced the notion of social history,
a version of history that was opposed to history
as narration of the past actions of “great men,”
thereby taking to heart Marx’s argument that his-
tory is not made by great men but, rather, by the
lives led by the majority of the people. Social his-
tory effectively altered the practice of history as a



profession as well as the range of issues historians
consider as falling within their purview. Braudel’s
methodological adoption of Durkheim’s approach
has been enormously important. Braudel (1982)
even has addressed methodological and disciplin-
ary issues concerning the dialogue between his-
tory and sociology. His immediate effect was in
post-World War II France and later Europe, where
a tradition of close collaboration emerged between
social scientists and historians. It eventually was
transferred across the Atlantic, but at a later stage
and with much less of the transdisciplinary intent
it originally possessed. In an interesting twist
of intellectual history, Braudel’s own work pro-
vided the intellectual springboard for Immanuel
Wallerstein to construct the intellectual path that
eventually became world system analysis (and
which is discussed later in this chapter).

In terms of immediate antecedents within the
discipline of sociology, Durkheim’s legacy is most
famously felt in the work of Maurice Halbwachs.
A student of Durkheim, Halbwachs is the pioneer
scholar of the field of collective or social memory.
His approach builds on Durkheim’s notions of col-
lective solidarity (1893/1997) and commemorative
rituals (1912/2008). For Halbwachs (1925/1992),
individuals remember through group membership.
This makes all memory collective and a living reality
available as social facts, in sharp contrast to history,
which—according to Durkheim—is available facts
of a dead reality. In this sense, collective memory
is inherently historical-sociological because it links
pastand present. Although Halbwachs’s theory was a
promising point of departure, it did not start a com-
parative research program on collective memory—
his untimely death in 1940 is a biographical detail
that aptly illustrates the extent to which World War
IT had a great impact in delaying intellectual devel-
opments. Social memory studies eventually took
off in the course of the last decades of the twenti-
eth century (for an introduction and overview, see
Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi, & Levy, 2011).

In all, Durkheim’s influence on the disciplin-
ary specialty of historical sociology has not been as
prominent as that of Marx or Weber. Most historical
sociologists, in fact, would not claim him as an intel-
lectual forerunner, even though, unlike Marx and
Weber, he was a self-identified sociologist. Durkheim
has been viewed by historical sociologists as lean-
ing more toward static analysis than social change.
That is accurate only up to a point. In the first place,
Durkheim arguably did not theorize on change as
much as he might have; for example, he did not take

his work along the path of evolutionary theory, like
many nineteenth-century scholars had done, despite
his preoccupation with systemic ideas similar to those
of the evolutionists. Also, if one considers his basic
explanation of modernity in 7he Division of Labor
in Society (1893/1997), one will not see much his-
torical analysis in it: modernity’s key characteristic is
organic solidarity, whereas premodernity’s is mechan-
ical solidarity. The movement from one to the other
is not analyzed in concrete historical terms; rather,
it is attributed to an abstract, summary notion of
changes in demographic density. But the claim of
Durkheim’s disregard of historicized social change
must not be exaggerated because the systemic change
with which he explains emergent modern structures
has apparent historical references. For example, the
advent of restitutory law in modernity is explained
by the need to make commercial contracts in a soci-
ety that has become individualistic and is thus seen
as a change that is part-and-parcel of a historically
all-too-obvious broader change in social configura-
tion and form of solidarity. Still, viewing himself as
a sociologist and not a historian, Durkheim under-
stood his job to be the description of the form(s) of
society, leaving more specific historical formulations
to the historians, whom he respected (Burke, 2003).

The intellectual legacies of Marx, Weber, and
Durkheim were already well acknowledged by the
1960s and 1970s, the era when historical sociol-
ogy emerged fully as a disciplinary specialty. Some
aspects of those legacies of historical sociology
would eventually be appropriated. This was particu-
larly the case with the scholarship of Marx. Because
Marxists of various intellectual and disciplinary ori-
entations were typically interested in understanding
capitalism’s historical antecedents, they were widely
engaged in historical sociology. A review of Marxist
tradition is outside the scope of this chapter. Most of
the main emerging subtraditions are relatively well
known: on the one hand, the “scientific” branch
(reductionist and deductive to the point of know-
ing the covering laws, rather than searching for
them) and, on the other hand, a variety of perspec-
tives typically grouped under the label of “Western
Marxism.” But whereas Marxists created early on
a pluralistic tradition of historical analysis, Max
Weber’s comparative program did not have imme-
diate antecedents. In the immediate decades follow-
ing his death, his work was hardly used in Germany
or elsewhere during the period of inter-war Nazism
and fascism. It was only after the conclusion of
World War II that the process of rediscovering the
classics” legacy eventually took root.
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Of course, a famous piece of sociology’s history is
Talcott Parsons’s (1937) “discovery” of Max Weber’s
work and his importation of Weber into the United
States. The effects of this discovery were felt mostly
after World War II; it was not until the 1950s that
references to Weber’s work would increase, build-
ing up an influence that would eventually become
considerable. For the most part, this influence per-
tained to the “interpretive” facet of his method.
His Kantian-rooted intent to construct many of
his key ideal types from the social actors’ point of
view therefore grew to become his mark. Even in
historical sociology, his work was seen through this
epistemological prism, thus taking the role of coun-
terweight to materialist, determinist, and empiricist
traditions. But historical sociology also heeded his
substantive contributions, particularly his ideas on
institutions, which influenced those historical soci-
ologists working on state formation, among others
(Bendix, 1962; Kelly, 2003).

Karl Polanyi’s (1945/1957) The Grear Transfor-
mation, a work offering its own explanation of the
emergence of capitalism, is an interesting instance of
early historical sociology because it alludes to both
Weber and Marx. Polanyi’s take, to be sure, does not
purport to belong in the paradigms set by Weber or
Marx, although at first glance it would seem to be
closer to the latter than the former. It may be said,
in fact, that Polanyi’s argument turns Weber on his
head with some help from Marx. Although Weber
considers the premodern Protestant religious creed
and resultant work ethic to be critical antecedents
of modern capitalism, Polanyi argues that modern
capitalism’s survival is enabled by the modern state.
Thus, where Weber sees modernization destroying
old social vestiges as it develops rational institutions
governing polity, economy, and society, Polanyi sees
the state actively destroying the old order through
its effort to facilitate capitalism. However, although
not manifestly Weberian, Polanyi’s work is part of
a historical-sociological tradition with a Weberian
flavor, a tradition both institutionalist and against
neoliberal explanations of change. It is around this
institutional approach that his comparative method
rests, for his analysis compares concrete institutions
and their subtypes. Such institutional analysis coun-
ters neoliberal economics’ conceptualizations of
markets, society, and state. Polanyi, an early critic
of the Austrian School of Economics, anticipates
historical sociology’s self-conscious distancing from
neoliberal paradigms, just as Weber’s and Marx’s
respective brands of economic history do (Block &
Somers, 1984).
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The Birth of Historical Sociology’s
Self-Consciousness

It is in the United States that historical sociology
developed a self-identity and came to be considered
a subdiscipline of sociology. American sociology
provided much of the impetus and many of the
intellectual targets behind the advent of the disci-
plinary specialty that has become known as histori-
cal sociology. To simplify a complicated story, in the
1960s and 1970s, a relatively small number of soci-
ologists with Marxist-inspired intellectual questions
and an interest in history published work that chal-
lenged the functionalist paradigm influential at the
time. These sociologists did not act in concert, and
functionalism may have been more “collateral dam-
age” than their actual target. Nevertheless, forming
a “movement,” in the loosest sense of the term, they
created a collective system of intellectual founda-
tions (Adams, Clemens, & Orloff, 2005, p. 7) that
signaled the emergence of the subdiscipline as such.
Several fine collections and individual volumes
contain a summary of the state of the field and its
historical evolution (Abrams 1982; Delanty & Isin,
2003; Mahoney & Rueschemeyer, 2003; Skocpol,
1984; Smith, 1992). Our current discussion is not
meant to offer a general comprehensive analysis of
the entire field; instead, we are concerned mainly
with its methodological features.

Functionalism, an intellectual school led by
Talcott Parsons in the 1950s and 1960s, cham-
pioned the fourth logic of explanation in Tilly’s
(2008) list: location of structures and processes
within larger systems they supposedly serve or
express. In functionalist sociology, this logic was
applied without much regard for history. The the-
ory was general and abstract and essentially retained
this dual characteristic even when concerned with
questions regarding social change and its sequences.
Neil Smelser’s (1962) Theory of Collective Behavior
is a fine example of this style of theorizing. From
the 1950s forward, modernization of mostly post-
colonial societies became a huge issue in the US
public policy arena. The end of colonial rule and
the creation of newly independent states not for-
mally aligned with either the communist East or the
capitalist West were coupled with the necessity for
developing public policy strategies for their steadfast
modernization. US policy viewed the articulation of
modernization theory as an important component
in popularizing the Western road to modernity as
preferable over the route championed by the com-
munist East. It was in this highly politicized context
that modernization became one of functionalism’s



areas of interest (for a useful review, see So, 1990).
Functionalist theorizing, critics argued, viewed
modernization essentially through the conceptu-
alization of social differentiation, something that
led to standardized and unproductive explanations
of (real or alleged) pathways to modernization—
although this feature is prominent only in the
first-wave or early modernization theories.

What was far more distressing to the left was
that functionalist modernization theory implicitly
promoted a teleology in which the zelos resembled
an idealized version of American society: liberal yet
nonideological, capitalist yet nonexploitative, plural
yet conflict-free (Skocpol, 1984, p. 3). In reality, the
blending between functionalism and modernization
theories remained confined to the level of theory or,
more accurately, meta-theory. In terms of explicit
references, functionalist authors did not engage
directly with contemporary events, and functionalist
theorizing paid little attention to contemporary his-
torical context. Parsons’s (1971; Parsons & Inkeles,
1966) most explicitly historically oriented statement
adopted a bird’s-eye view of long-term historical
trends, whereby the triumph of democracy and the
West was foretold. Ironically, the success of democ-
racy came far earlier than anticipated, but the 1989
collapse of communism in Eastern Europe was cer-
tainly within the scope of Parsons’s theorization.

In most conceptualizations of modernization,
though, evolutionary change was seen as far more
typical and normative compared to dramatic or
revolutionary breaks with the past. Although struc-
tural functionalism has apparent parallels with
Durkheim’s version of functionalism, it did not
push the door first opened by Durkheim regarding
historical causality. Durkheim made a clear distinc-
tion between the determinants producing structures
and the social functions of structures; US function-
alists focused only on the latter point, ignoring the
former. The functionalist dictum that structures
come into and remain in existence insofar as they
are functional is therefore not one that Durkheim
would have made—nor one particularly conducive
to historical sociology. In the climate of the 1960s,
such dominant intellectual predispositions did not
sit well with the post-World War II generation, a
generation hungry to challenge the “establishment,”
fascinated with heroic figures (like Che Guevara),
and bent on inquiring into history’s critical turning
points.

One of the most influential functionalist anal-
yses of change, however, Shmuel S. Eisenstadt’s
analysis of empires, does not fit easily into this sort

of modernization theory. A pioneering work on a
neglected topic, 7The Political Systems of Empires
(1963) is also an ambitious comparative work.
It covers thirty-two political systems—from the
“pre-bureaucratic” classical Athens and Carolingian
Empire to the “proto-bureaucratic” ancient Egypt,
Sassanid Persia, and the absolutist monarchies of
Europe—and secks to explain their stability and
instability, survival, and failure. Because Eisenstadt
considers each political system to be part of its
broader social system, he understands his cases
through functionalist conceptualizations. But his
comparison rests on a series of case attributes that,
at times, follow functionalist ideas, such as the level
of complexity and differentiation in society, and,
other times do not, such as when they relate to the
political goals of rulers. As a result, Eisenstandt
advances an explanation just as multifaceted as the
analytical attribute he utilizes: search for necessary
and sufficient conditions, location of structures in
systems, and tracing of institutional formation in a
way reminiscent of Weber. Ultimately, Eisenstadts
analysis features not only the jargon of functional-
ism but also a measure of its teleological bias; after
all, some surviving “proto-bureaucracies” do enter
the path to modernization. However, if in this
sense his approach stands in opposition to the his-
torical sociology brewing at the time his publication
appeared, it will be seen that this approach does not
stand opposed to some of the logics of explanation
on which historical sociology operated.

Historical sociology’s distancing from function-
alism was not illusory. Importantly, in contrast to
the functionalist conceptual edifice, most historical
sociologists considered sociological concepts to be
inherently temporal, spatial, and contingenr—thus,
concepts that make sense o7/y in historical contexts.
The concepts they employed at this early stage of
the subdiscipline typically stemmed from structur-
alism—mostly in its Marxist variant—but these did
not lead to structural determinism. If nothing else,
contingency and events offered counterbalance in
the analyses. Along the way, historical sociologists
sought to analyze social power and social inequality,
dynamics of conflict and political alliance, and, in
the final analysis, complex sociopolitical pathways
to change with due attention paid to contingency
and timing. But perhaps the most unifying char-
acteristic of historical sociology at this time was its
macrosociological orientation. Its subject matters,
after all, were often processes, such as state forma-
tion, industrialization, modernization, and so on,
that stretched over a great span of time; when more
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temporally contained phenomena, such as revolu-
tions, were to be explained, the explanation itself
went back considerably in time. In this way, his-
torical sociology indirectly rejected various micro-
analytical methodological paradigms existing in
sociology (as well as in economics and, of course,
in psychology) in favor of ways capable of painting
the “big picture.”

But which logics of explanation did these early
historical sociologists employ? A prominent tradi-
tion involved attempts to specify necessary and
sufficient conditions for concrete instances of the
same historical processes—that is, the second logic
of explanation on Tilly’s (2008) list. This was to be
done by following as closely as possible John Stuart
Mill’s (1843) twin principles of comparison: the
method of agreement, which holds the causal fac-
tors of an outcome to be those, and only those,
that are present in all of the cases examined; and
the method of difference, which complements the
method of agreement by looking for additional
cases in which the absence of the causal factors cor-
responds to the absence of the outcome. In histori-
cal sociology, this approach was not to be an exact
emulation of the same approach in general sociol-
ogy, which often relied on statistical analysis of
covariance to reach conclusions on necessary and
sufficient conditions (thus merging two logics of
explanation, co-variance and necessary/sufficient
condition, although this merger was not always
sought because it is not logically necessary). It was
not an exact emulation of general sociology, not
only because conditions could not be treated statis-
tically, but also because historical sociology needed
to think about conditions in terms of or in connec-
tion with dynamic pathways rather than in terms of
static qualities. Also, the independence of cases that
general sociology often takes for granted was not
easily established in historical sociology (Axtmann,
1993). Although in Mill’s logic the independence
of cases is paramount for establishing validity, in
historical time, events—especially when occurring
simultaneously or in close historical proximity with
each other—are hard to conceive as truly indepen-
dent from each other; the revolutionary wave of
1848 is a good case in point, and the 1989 collapse
of communism in Eastern Europe offers another far
more contemporary example.

Still, the so-called comparative-historical school of
historical sociology was formed on the putative basis
of Mill’s methods. Barrington Moore’s (1966/1973)
Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy
became an early example to emulate. Through an
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examination of British, French, American, Chinese,
Japanese, and Indian history, Moore identifies two
processes leading, respectively, to dictatorship and
democracy. He examines several factors relevant in
these processes, such as the presence or absence of
a balance of power between the landed aristocracy
and the king, as well as the development (or not)
of an alliance between bourgeoisie and aristocracy
at the expense of the peasantry and the working
classes. He maintains, however, that the critical
determining condition was the presence or absence
of a strong bourgeois class at the later stages of these
processes—its presence being conducive to democ-
racy and its absence conducive to dictatorship.
Theda Skocpol, a student of Moore, followed his
general example in her States and Social Revolutions
(1979). She uses a combined Marxist and institu-
tionalist perspective to analyze the Russian, French,
and Chinese revolutions, ultimately emphasizing
the role of class struggle at moments of state cri-
sis. Despite the merits of this comparison, what is
useful to note here is the apparent shortcomings of
its underpinning research design: although it selects
cases in which revolution was not supposed to hap-
pen according to Marx’s account of history, this is
ultimately a selection of cases in which revolution
was the outcome—a selection on the dependent
variable, to use the jargon of quantitative sociol-
ogy. So, Skocpol does clearly what Moore does
less clearly; that is, disregards Mill’s method of dif-
ference. Her case selection, as that of Moore’s less
directly, illustrates a limitation inherent in macro-
scopic historical comparison, namely, the lack of a
sufficient number of cases to draw from and/or the
lack of resources to treat history sufficiently if many
cases are found. In general, then, the application in
historical sociology of the logic of necessary and suf-
ficient conditions was only partial.

Yet the underpinning general logic behind Mill’s
principles—if not necessarily their strict logical
form—had a wide appeal. Consider the so-called
Brenner Debate, an exchange in the field of eco-
nomic history much celebrated by historical sociol-
ogy. Aiming to understand and explain the causal
pathways creating economic growth in the late
Middle Ages—the all-important primitive accu-
mulation of capital discussed by Marx—Robert
Brenner developed an argument pivoting on the
relation between landowners and farmers. As the
power of the landowners grew at the expense of
the farmers, Brenner argues, the former pushed for
land enclosures, which, together with technological
innovations, created economic growth. Countering



Brenner’s Marxist thesis, a group of arguments
paid more attention to ecological factors, such as
demographics, disease, and the infrastructure of
commerce (for the debate, see Ashton & Philopin,
1985). In methodological terms, the debate—and
more so the Brenner side of it—engaged in a search
for variation in economic growth among differ-
ent places in Europe, although placing most of the
emphasis on England and France. It is the presence
and absence of certain factors that is thought to
lead to the explanation of the variation in histori-
cal pathways—hence Mill’s ideas on comparison.
But the square logic of Mill’s principles, taken as
the yardstick, clashed once again with the multide-
terminacy characterizing history; the application of
these principles ends up negotiating both the issue
of reduction of complexity and the issue of compet-
ing explanations. The latter is as murky as the for-
mer because it is often difficult for historical analysis
to tell mutually exclusive factors from codetermin-
ing factors. (Quantitative sociology addresses this
challenge by “controlling variables.”) Going back to
the Brenner Debate, it may well be the case that
the social institutional factors favored by Brenner
and the ecological factors favored by his challengers
codetermined the primitive accumulation of capital.

Faced with acute comparative design con-
straints, historical sociology reacted variously. One
main line of reaction formed around arguments for
critical case selection, that is, limited but theoreti-
cally logical case selection as opposed to universally
exhaustive case sampling (Eckstein, 1975). What
makes critical cases logical, of course, varies with
the theoretical context at hand; for example, the
logic of Skocpol in selecting cases of “unexpected”
revolutions is an application of a logic influenced
by Marxian theory. But this method could support
even a single case study, and this was something par-
ticularly appealing to historical sociologists. Thus,
many historical sociologists who were uncomfort-
able with applying Mill’s principles—arguably the
comparative method par excellence—opted for
analyses of single historical trajectories. One can
mention the work of Seymour Martin Lipset (1963)
on US state formation, of Michael Burawoy (1972)
on the interplay of class and state in Zambia, and of
Michael Hechter (1975) on the Irish exception to
the pattern of British state formation. It is not possi-
ble to comment at once precisely and collectively on
the logics of explanation underpinning these works
and others like them, but it is perhaps possible to
hint at the general area in which they operated and,
hence, also the areas that they avoided. Focusing on

single pathways to change, these works dealt with
comparison with other cases only marginally, if at
all. As such, they avoided the strict application of
a comparative method, whereas, for other reasons,
they avoided systemic explanations and appeals
to stage models and covering laws. The space they
occupied was an uneasy one situated between the
logic of process tracing and the logic of specifica-
tion of conditions affecting the pathways to change,
without being positivist about the latter.

Although the aforementioned sociologists
(Moore, Skocpol) worked to articulate the main-
stream research agenda identified by the label of
comparative-historical sociology, two additional
groups of scholars offered different accounts of
social change: the world system group and a loose
“group” of “Weberians” that included occasional
contributions by scholars not typically considered
historical sociologists per se (for example, Collins,
1979; 1998).

World system analysis offered a distinct view of
historical processes. By the early 1970s, Braudels
thinking along the lines of the longue durée met
with functionalist methodology and neo- or
post-Marxist ideas—especially in their “heretical”
(vis-a-vis “orthodox” Marxism) interpretation origi-
nally championed by Leo Trotsky. The sociologi-
cal synthesis of all these influences was Immanual
Wallerstein’s (1974) The Modern World System I
(which was followed by two additional volumes in
1980 and 1989 and yet a fourth volume published
in 2011). The group of scholars that formed around
Wallerstein’s ideas was soon institutionalized as the
American Sociological Association’s (ASA’) section
on the Political Economy of the Modern World
System. Binghamton University’s Fernand Braudel
Center became the institutional hub for this
agenda, and the center’s Review became the journal
that championed this research agenda. Eventually,
a second electronic journal—the Journal of World
Systems Research—was also founded.

Although there has been considerable evolu-
tion within world system analysis, the approach’s
basic tenets—as presented by Wallerstein—have
remained central to its orientation. His argument,
simply put, was that the emergent European capital-
ism of early modernity transformed the world into
areas of center and periphery in terms of economic
development and derivative power, thereby creating
a global interconnected system (see Chase-Dunn,
1998). The world system described was one whose
components follow paths of change largely deter-
mined by the mode of production. Class, gender,
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nation, and race were viewed as conceptual cat-
egories born out of capitalism’s impact on people.
To deal with the challenge of generating theory
through evidence from history, this theory proposed
a deductive logic. Strict comparative work in this
theoretical framework therefore became circum-
scribed, “explaining variation across regions, coun-
tries, cities, and other sites within the same mode of
production within the world system” (Adams et al.,
2005, p. 17). But if the theory led to a deductive
logic of analysis, this was so only up to a point, for,
as Ragin and Chirot (1984) maintain, it also left
space for explanations of change through factors
exogenous to a given regional context. All in all,
world system theory’s explanatory mode operated
on a series of logics. More clearly than in the case
of Marx, this mode included references to functions
in systems, to the succession of stages, and to the
role of constituent ingredients of processes, with the
mode of production being the most important.

In terms of generating research in historical
sociology, therefore, this argument led to a theo-
retically logical but empirically limiting scheme.
World  system analysis, though, performed
important disciplinary tasks. First, the ASA sec-
tion’s membership became a point of attraction
for US-based researchers interested in the Third
World, and hence, it offered the means of insert-
ing non-US issues into the debates—an important
move in challenging US academic ethnocentrism.
Second, world system analysis offered an alterna-
tive to the Mill-inspired method of difference;
hence, it opened the door to broader theoretical
horizons. Third, it contained a major challenge
to the state-centered Skocpol-Moore strategy. In
fact, key criticisms against Wallerstein came from
among the “state” theorists who complained that
world system analysis adopted essentially Marx’s
notion that the state is simply the governing com-
mittee of the bourgeoisie. In Wallerstein’s (1991)
work, though, the challenge to the centrality of
the nation-state as the unit of analysis goes even
further. Wallerstein argues that the state cannot
be viewed as the central organizational reference
point but, instead, that a system of states offers
the basic template within which individual states
are constructed. This decentering of the state in
favor of broader trends—Ilater to acquire the label
“global>—is an important contribution in the
evolution of sociological thinking at large (for an
interesting assessment, see Waters, 1995).

The “Weberian” school of historical sociology
never truly formed a single or coherent group of
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scholars working together; rather, it constitutes a
label that can be used to subsume the work of indi-
vidual scholars. It has become a rather conventional
academic mainstream; as a label, Weberianism
registered not only a scholar’s departure from the
basic tenets of political Marxism or neo-Marxism
but also a willingness to accept issues of culture as
legitimate topics of social concern alongside the
centrality of power and inequality. In terms of epis-
temological position, Weberian research strategies
varied, as an examination of the works of two cen-
tral figures, Reinhard Bendix and Michael Mann,
can show. Mann’s work is discussed in then next
section; a brief sketch of Bendix’s research strategy
is presented here.

Bendix was not the typical historical sociologist
of his time because he operated within Weberian
epistemological skepticism—perhaps taking it to
its logical conclusion. Bendix’s (1984) research
strategy consisted of a contrast of contexts: instead
of treating historical cases in accordance to Mill’s
method, Bendix used historical context as the
basic point for historical comparison. This strat-
egy allowed him to get around the problem of the
independence of historical cases—which cannot
be dealt with using Mill’s method. As a result, his
studies include huge comparisons between histori-
cal trajectories—with causal explanation confined
only to historically informed, limited generaliza-
tions. Strictly speaking, generalizations emerge
only on the basis of the historical cases examined;
these are not general, but are specific and bounded
statements with no predictive power. For Bendix,
causal explanation and comparison were not ready
tasks, but ones bound to violate reality and hence
to be approached with great restraint. What his-
torical sociology must aim for, Bendix holds, is
a balance between generalization and the empa-
thetic understanding of historical particularity and
richness. This solution echoes Weber’s attempt to
synthesize causality and interpretation. Bendix’s
(1978) masterpiece, Kings or People: Power and the
Mandate ro Rule, is based on this epistemology. It
focuses on the question of the legitimacy of rule
but avoids drawing firm generalizations on the
social bases of such legitimacy. Rather, the goal is to
clarify the diversity of pathways toward legitimacy
by juxtaposing contrasting episodes of history,
most particularly patterns in agrarian societies that
rely on religion versus patterns in modern societies
that rely on domination in the name of the people,
as well as on divergent pathways within the lat-
ter group of historical experience. For those more



inclined toward causal analysis, Bendix’s concepts
retain only a sensitizing role in the service of his-
torical description, and they do not become com-
parative tools for theory building (Rueschemeyer,
1984). Ultimately, the analysis limits itself to mere
historical narrative. This issue is explored further
because the themes of narrative and the event made
a forceful return in later sociological research and
writing.

After the Cultural Turn:
Temporality, Narrative, Processes

In the 1960s and 1970s, historical sociology
acquired a degree of self-consciousness. This iden-
tity grew slowly and remained essentially American.
It was not until 1983 that the “Comparative and
Historical Sociology” section of the ASA was
launched, thus giving the field a more formal out-
look (for an excellent guide to this ASA section, bib-
liographies, book reviews, sources, and additional
information, see the Comparative and Historical
Sociology ~ Section of the American Sociological
Association, n.d.). However, outside the United
States, the field’s struggle for identity has been even
more protracted and tentative; the International
Sociological Association’s Thematic Group on
Comparative and Historical Sociology was founded
only in 2003 and has not yet been elevated to the
status of a full-fledged research committee, and the
most recently instituted international professional
society, the European Sociological Association
(founded in 1992), lacks a research network on
historical sociology. Historical sociology, to be sure,
has become institutionalized in other organiza-
tions—such as in the UK’s International Studies
Association (see Historical Sociology: A Working
Group of the British International Studies Association,
n.d.)—but these developments have hardly con-
tributed to the field’s growth and legitimacy on an
international scale.

The emergent identity of US-based historical
sociology did not mean that the field acquired an
undisputed profile, let alone a distinct comparative
methodology. Indeed, the opposite is the case: the
more plural the field became, the more it reflected
on itself. The historical sociology of the 1960s and
1970s, although featuring its share of pluralism,
gravitated toward the logic of necessary and sufhi-
cient conditions via an elastic treatment of Mill’s
principles, although a number of practitioners also
avoided covering the law paradigm and statistical
analysis. The latter might have been due to lack of
available data or technical expertise as opposed to

a deeper epistemological objection; for example, a
reviewer of Eisenstadt (1963) wondered why the
author, having amassed data that invited statisti-
cal analysis, ended up not employing it (Zinnes,
1965). By the early 1980s, however, US-based his-
torical sociology was already moving down the path
toward increasing pluralism. New epistemological
tendencies and thematic orientations were gradu-
ally being added to an expanding pool of perspec-
tives, and several of the new perspectives drew from
nonsociological or neglected sociological traditions.
Some of the characteristics of historical sociology,
as discussed earlier, lost their dominance. Gone, for
example, was the strong predilection to analyze big
processes that account for important contempo-
rary predicaments; as Roger Gould (2005, p. 287)
notes, latter-day historical sociology has been ready
to pay attention also to episodic patterns of the past
that only marginally or indirectly affect the present,
such as instances of collective contentious action.
Historical sociology was therefore being challenged,
not only on account of its method and tradition,
but ultimately also on account of its raison d’étre as
a distinct intellectual field.

It is outside our current aim to present a rounded
intellectual history of the field from the 1980s to the
present. Instead of narration, our aim here is more
on clarifying the related parameters regarding logics
of explanation and epistemology. To some extent,
of course, the intellectual fissures in historical soci-
ology occurring during the final decades of the
twentieth century, as well as the debates developing
around them, had antecedents in the earlier peri-
ods; part of our aim in the previous section was to
offer a critical assessment of historical sociology of
the 1960s and 1970s so as to make the subsequent
reaction to it more comprehensible. The celebrated
“cultural turn,” most notably, revisited some of the
issues already covered by Bendix and his intellectual
opponents: skepticism versus positivism, interpre-
tive sociology versus realism or positivism. But the
cultural turn was actually quite multifaceted and
forceful, ultimately affecting the next generation of
scholars and the way they conducted work in his-
torical sociology.

This orientation has been prominently featured
in Remaking Modernity (Adams et al., 2005), the
latest landmark volume to define historical soci-
ology’s agenda over the past decade. The volume
introduced the notion of three waves of historical
sociology, suggesting an aesthetic rift between the
more recent third-wavers versus the established
second-wavers (Skocpol, Moore, Wallerstein, and

DEMETRIOU, ROUDOMETOF 53



so on). The first wave refers to the renewed his-
torical and comparative sociology in the 1960s and
1970s, building on the classical foundations of his-
torical sociology, criticizing structural-functional
modernization sociology, and developing a vari-
ety of path-breaking historical macrosociological
studies. The second wave, occurring in the 1980s,
established a primarily social-scientific program of
historical sociology, directing research toward sys-
tematic comparative-historical analysis and expla-
nation of varying (national) modernization paths
in combination with meso- and microsociological
social history. The third wave, under way since the
1990s, has been strongly influenced by the cultural
turn in the social sciences, critically reflecting the
modernist premises of the second wave, but con-
tinuing microsociological trends in combination
with cultural history, historical institutionalism,
rational choice, feminist orientations, and postco-
lonial studies and thus pluralizing the approaches,
methodologies, and topics of historical sociology.
Although the wave metaphor has great appeal, it is
not entirely supported by the record of scholarship
itself. The third-wavers are more coherent in terms
of their aesthetics, tone, and themes as opposed to
a unity found in any meaningfully shared research
program.

In this sense, Remaking Modernity (Adams et al.,
2005) is usefully contrasted with another major
attempt to define the current state of historical soci-
ology: Comparative Historical Analysis in the Social
Sciences, edited by ]. Mahoney and D. Rueschemeyer
(2003). Building particularly on the second wave
of a systematic social-scientific version of histori-
cal sociology (as represented by Skocpol, 1984 and
Tilly, 1984), the editors are less interested in giving
an encompassing overview on the multiple strands
in historical sociology than in defining the accumu-
lative progress made by the application of compara-
tive historical analysis in the social sciences. Both
editors pursue a vision of comparative historical
analysis oriented to the explanation of substantively
important outcomes of sociopolitical change in the
modern world and defined by a concern with causal
analysis, an emphasis on processes over time, and
the use of systematic and historical-contextual com-
parison. In the context of the broader trends in the
third wave, the editors are clearly critical of overly
postmodernist, constructivist, and historicist orien-
tations (and are inversely characterized by Adams
etal., 2005, as friendly amendments of the modern-
ist second wave). They extend the second-wave ori-
entation to macrohistorical processes, particularly
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with historical-institutionalist approaches toward
the notion of path-dependent development.
Furthermore, they are particularly interested in
combining quantitative and qualitative research
while they view sympathetically the inclusion of
contextualized rational-choice approaches and
other causally oriented perspectives (e.g., those per-
spectives that aim at systematically explaining socio-
historical processes) in the cultural-scientific strands
of historical sociology.

Mahoney and Rueschemeyer (2003), of course,
do not so much describe the field as prescribe how,
in their view, it should look. These prescriptions
actually came from a variety of vantage points.
Throughout the 1990s, for example, a series of com-
mentators (Goldthorpe, 1991; Kiser & Hechter,
1991) argued in favor of preserving the nomothetic
mode of explanation and charged that the prac-
tice of historical sociology falls short of appropri-
ate methodological criteria. Like the call to “bring
in” rational choice, however, the call to renew the
search for covering laws has been hardly heeded in
actual historical-sociological research. Yet the desire
to transfer to historical sociology some of the ana-
lytical rigor of general sociology presents a wide-
spread and longstanding phenomenon and one
which sociology’s “cultural turn” brought to the
fore, given that it renewed the interest of histori-
cal sociology’s methodological and epistemologi-
cal issues. From moderate positivist perspectives,
therefore, arguments for the merit of marrying
statistical analysis and/or network analysis with the
explanation of historical processes have been put
forward, and indeed innovative monographs along
these lines were produced (e.g., Mische, 2007). But
the appeal of mainstream sociology in historical
sociology is also seen in subtler ways, such as the
borrowing by historical sociologists of the jargon
and/or logic of variable analysis. Calhoun (1997)
critically notes this tendency vis-a-vis the histori-
cal sociologists of the second wave, and Steinmetz
(2005) argues that the tendency is still present
vis-a-vis the third-wavers, albeit not as pronounced
as before.

Countering such neo- or post-positivist tenden-
cies, Calhoun (1998) and Steinmetz (2005), as
well as Gotham and Staples (1996), argue in favor
of moving away from totalizing modes of explana-
tion and toward temporality and narrative analysis
as more appropriate strategies for capturing histori-
cal contingency and the nature of historical events.
These debates further serve to solidify the viabil-
ity of interpretative perspectives within a hitherto



comparativist camp. They demonstrate that the
field has gained sufficient legitimacy to accommo-
date a variety of methodological perspectives—in
a manner similar to sociology at large. This dia-
logue should not be viewed in isolation as a solely
subdisciplinary debate. In contrast, it practically
extends a broad topic that concerns the interdisci-
plinary dialogue between history and sociology (or,
more broadly, among all the social sciences). After
all, historians’ practices have been the subject of
a long debate concerning their methodology. The
social scientific debates over the status of narrative
and its construction or its explanatory power are
therefore not fundamentally different from similar
debates on historical narrative as such. In addition
to these differences in research foci and orienta-
tion, it is also fair to suggest that the field’s unity
has been substantively reduced in large part because
of a growing distance between historicized sociol-
ogy and comparative sociology (for two overviews
that highlight these differences, see Mahoney, 2004;
Clemens, 2007). Although the latter assumes a
definite strong methodological stance and insists on
using a battery of mostly methodological—either
positivist, post-positivist or realist—indicators, the
former increasingly assumes an interpretative stance
at odds with realism or positivism. Moreover, his-
torical sociologists suggest that there is no inherent
necessity to invoke a special methodology to justify
the field. In this respect, the methodological orien-
tation is said to be the same as for other fields of the
social sciences. Practically, comparativists concur
(see, for example, Ragin, 1987), but the two sides
subscribe to radically opposing epistemologies.
Ironically, these concerns are not unique to the field
because they extend to sociology itself. Therefore,
the debates between adherents to objective knowl-
edge and followers of the interpretative tradition
are likely to continue. But their rise suggests that
the field itself has gained considerably in terms of
scholarly legitimacy as not to insist on presenting a
distinct method to justify the quest into the histori-
cal record.

The foundations for shifting the mode and
logic of inquiry away from the older and more
established comparativist camp lie with a renewed
attention to time (Aminzade, 1992). The signifi-
cance of time lies in its irreversibility and linearity;
unlike experimental time, historical time is nonre-
versible. In turn, this means that likely outcomes
are not going to be observed as a result of identi-
cal factors. Additionally, the independence of cases
compared is often nonexistent. This paves the way

for reconsidering the foundations of historical soci-
ology. Sociological historical narrative becomes
far more meaningful as a strategy that presents a
series of events, organized in a given sequence, and
in which causality is attributed within the narra-
tive itself. For Franzosi (1998, p. 517), “narrative
texts are packed with sociological information and
a great deal of our empirical evidence is in narrative
form.” Narratives are therefore relevant formats that
include sociological explanation as such. Griflin
(1995, p. 1245) further argues that historical soci-
ology is “a distinct way of approaching, explaining,
and interpreting general sociological problems.”
Because historical sociology situates social action
and social structures within historical contexts and
examines their historical unfolding, it can creatively
use the temporality of social life to raise questions
of central significance for social theory. Such a
perspective highlights Weber’s interpretative pre-
disposition and adds phenomenological and herme-
neutical aspects to it. It is also a perspective that fits
admirably well with the necessity to develop new
narratives or logics of explanation for the globalized
world of the twenty-first century. More recently,
Gorski (2004) has put forth a meta-theoretical
model that rejects deductive logic, with interpreta-
tion having priority over causal explanations. That
is, “explanations are constructed through a work of
interpretation in which theoretical terms are used to
construct causal models of social processes” (Gorski,
2004, p. 19). This “constructive realism” model
explicitly attempts to transcend the conventional
epistemological divide between interpretation and
causal analysis, aiming toward the formulation of a
novel synthesis.

Culture and agency also have resurfaced as key
themes in recent scholarship. Such approaches
increasingly take into account both the analytic as
well as the concrete autonomy of culture (Kane,
1991). Culture is thus viewed as containing struc-
tured elements—aview thateffectively resists cultural
reductionism, while, once the concrete autonomy
of a cultural form is established, rendering possible
the tracing of culture’s influence or causal effect on
historical situations. So this approach to culture has
fed what Tilly (2008) calls “propensity accounts,”
that is, explanations of historical situations through
group dispositions just before the emergence of
the situation. It has also generated scholarship that
makes culture itself the subject matter of analysis
rather than the explanatory tool for the analysis of
other phenomena. Yale-based cultural sociology,
for example, has an elective affinity with the latter
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perspective. In Alexander’s (2003) work, cultural
structures are explicitly evoked; specific structures
constructed include the notion of the Holocaust as
a world-historical event or that of cultural trauma.
Alexander’s (2006) description of the civil sphere as
the foundation of American democracy can be fur-
ther used as a historical sociology view of US-based
democratization.

Although the aforementioned considerations
refer to the state of the art mostly in US-based soci-
ology, the Handbook of Historical Sociology, edited by
Delanty and Isin (2003) offers a distinct perspective
on the field. In contrast to the two American synthe-
ses, this handbook assembles, in a more European
reflexive style, contributions with the aim of rethink-
ing and reorienting the undertaking of historical
sociology from a postmodern, post-disciplinary, and
post-Orientalist perspective. Historical sociology is
identified less with a social-scientific methodology
of explaining and interpreting sociohistorical pro-
cesses (as in the second wave) and more with the
interpretation and deconstruction of the formations
and transformations of modernity. The influence
of postmodernism leads to a historically reflexive
approach to modernity, whereas post-disciplinary
trends attempt to overcome the divide between
social-scientific and cultural-scientific approaches.
The volume’s post-Orientalist orientation tries to
transcend the still predominant Eurocentrism as
well as its vague Occidentalist counterpart. This
postmodern, post-disciplinary, and post-Orientalist
reorientation of historical sociology forms a broader
attempt to transcend the opposition between the
second-wave social-scientific and the third-wave
cultural-scientific varieties of historical sociol-
ogy and introduces, albeit in a more reflexive than
analytical-methodological direction, a variety of new
transnational, civilizational, and global orientations.

By way of concluding this section, it is worth-
while to discuss yet another turn taken by sociology
and historical sociology. Alongside the cultural turn,
there was a turn taken toward relational sociology.
The growth and popularity of the relational per-
spective came from many sources, including Pierre
Bourdieu’s general theory and American structural-
ism/network theory, and, ultimately, various brands
of it have remained attached to distinct epistemolo-
gies. However, instead of reviewing works repre-
senting divergent epistemological trends—and
hence rehashing some of the oppositions already
discussed—in the remaining space, we review three
samples of relational historical sociology that share a
similar logic of analysis, one that emphasizes process
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analysis. Conducting historical sociology as pro-
cess analysis has proven enduring—as the reviews
on these pages, going back to Marx, show—and
the works adopting this sort of historical sociology
with self-awareness and reflection deserve special
attention.

Norbert Eliass (1939/1994) The Civilizing
Process represents a pioneering statement of rela-
tional historical sociology. Originally published
in German during World War II, this work is a
quintessential, if also original, sample of historical
sociology, one that only found recognition in the
(English-speaking) field decades later. It is therefore
just as appropriate to consider this work a sample of
latter-day historical sociology as it is to consider it an
old classic. The intellectual breakthrough achieved
by this work is particularly evident in the face of the
current tendency to connect the concept of social
relations with the concept of process. Concerned
with the centuries-long and very encompassing pro-
cess entailing changes in behavioral orientation and
cultural values in the West, Eliass book describes
a process that pulls together into a process grand
patterns of social-political organization and modes
of psychological self-discipline: a “sociogenetic and
psychogenetic investigation,” to use the work’s sub-
title. What is important to underscore regarding
Elias’s approach is that the civilizing process is not
explained by factors exogenous to it but is rather
self-explanatory. Thus, for Elias to explain the civi-
lizing process is to describe it. This logic of expla-
nation falls squarely within the last logic listed by
Tilly (2008)—reduction of complex episodes into
their components. Although the components of the
civilizing process are historically very rich in Elias’s
account, ranging from transformations in politi-
cal rule to transformations in table manners, they
pivot on a relational conceptualization of action and
actors that Elias calls figuration (see Elias, 1978, for
a theoretical exposé). Figurations, then, are endur-
ing yet dynamic formations that intertwine with
each other to form the larger process. They are at
once constitutive elements of the process and ele-
ments for explaining comparative variation within
the process.

If Elias’s self-reflexive historical sociology meant
creating novel relational concepts, those who
wrote about relational sociology during the clos-
ing decades of the twentieth century had no need
to create concepts anew. But if they had to apply
existing relational concepts to sweeping historical
analyses, as Michael Mann did, they had to be dar-
ing. Mann, in fact, gave his relational concepts a



task of Weberian proportions. In two long volumes,
The Sources of Social Power, Volumes I and II (1986
and 1993, respectively), he uses a four-faceted con-
ceptual scheme to account for nothing less than the
history of humanity. Societies in history are con-
ceptualized as organized webs of power relations,
particularly featuring networks stemming from
political power, military power, ideological power,
and economic power. As they interweave, these net-
works of power shape the flow of history, enabling
the emergence of specific polities, economies, and
other enduring configurations, as well as fueling
their decay and eventual replacement by other
configurations. The story Mann tells, therefore, is
a complicated story of multiple, parallel, and often
intertwined processes that nonetheless end up being
a reduction of great complexity; but it is a reduc-
tion not in the fashion of singling out conditions
but of delineating key elements in a long-term pro-
cess—this is shown in his employment of analytical
categories such as extensive, intensive, authoritative,
and diffuse networks of power. At the same time,
Mann’s analytical narrative, although chronological,
is inherently comparative, for the task constantly
facing his project is to explain why power accumu-
lates in some places but not in others, even during
the same period of time.

Charles Tilly’s approach to relations, processes,
and comparisons, although in the service of less
ambitious historical projects than those of Elias or
Mann, is actually more forceful than that of either. In
Dynamics of Contention (McAdam, Tarrow, & Tilly,
2001), Tilly puts forward and applies to history an
analytical model designed particularly for the analy-
sis of processes. For Tilly and his co-authors, pro-
cesses comprise other constituent processes, which
can be called subprocesses and/or mechanisms, and
the task of analysis is to specify how the larger phe-
nomena emerge from combinations of the smaller
phenomena. Describing a process through its parts
therefore provides the explanation of the process.
Aiding in the tracing of processes, this perspec-
tive also aids comparison because these processes
and mechanisms are held to recur in a variety of
historical contexts. Described and named accord-
ingly, mechanisms and processes become units of
comparison whereby different concatenations of
mechanisms and their emergent processes are com-
pared from context to context. Democratization is
one of the areas of research to which Tilly applies
his analytical perspective. In Democracy (2007), he
argues that the process of democratization is con-
stituted by three subprocesses: the integration of

trust networks into public politics, the insulation of
public politics from categorical inequality, and the
reduction of autonomous power clusters. Each of
these subprocesses is articulated in different histori-
cal contexts by an array of possible mechanisms. For
example, insulation of public politics from categori-
cal inequality took place in South Africa through
two mechanisms stemming from the antiapartheid
struggle: a mechanism producing sustained popu-
lar resistance against the direct inscription of racial
categories into politics and a mechanism forging
powerful coalitions across racial and ethnic catego-
ries. This sort of historical research, Tilly maintains
more generally, can generate knowledge on recur-
ring patterns, thus also generating an inventory of
mechanisms in the service of comparative work. His
own inventory of relational mechanisms includes
boundary activation, brokerage, certification, diffu-
sion, escalation, and scale shift, to name but a few
(Tilly & Tarrow, 2007).

Conclusion and Future Directions

Unlike in the 1980s and 1990s, the field cur-
rently does not display the spirited debates of the
past. For example, today it is commonly recog-
nized that historical sociology should pay attention
both to social regularities (such as the emergence
of modernity) as well as to irregularities (such as
revolutions). If general sociology aims at appre-
hending and analyzing repeated patterns in social
reality, then historical sociology, trying as it does to
explain historical outcomes, cannot rely only on the
effect of regular social patterns. It must pay atten-
tion also to such “irregularities” as contingency,
sequencing, and timing of events. As this chapter
has demonstrated, this recognition was not always
present in historical sociology. It is characteristic,
for example, that although William Sewell’s (1996)
argument about the transformative role of certain
historical events challenged the discourse of the late
1990s, it is essentially taken for granted among his-
torical sociologists today—whereas professional his-
torians found it intuitive from the outset (see also
Sewell, 2005).

Currently, historical sociology is characterized by
increasing plurality and eclecticism in terms of epis-
temology, logics of explanation, and thematic orien-
tation. Although the “epistemological wars” ushered
in by the cultural turn and the advent of postmod-
ernism are not likely to resurface in the near future,
disagreements over epistemology likely will con-
tinue to exist. A case in point is the “contained”
epistemological rift over the processual approach to

DEMETRIOU, ROUDOMETOF 57



historical sociology. Advocates hold that processual
historical sociology is in a unique position to deepen
the understanding of how contingency, conjunc-
ture, and temporality intertwine with more regular
elements of historical processes. Accordingly, the
apprehension and reconstruction of historical pro-
cesses are tasks that can be carried out with limited
efficacy. Therefore, these tasks must be carried out
with due emphasis placed on discovering regularity,
and researchers should not adopt the various log-
ics that analyze regularity in mainstream sociology,
such as the logic of variable covariance (Demetriou,
2012). The same approach is claimed by “analytical”
sociologists stressing regularity over the irregular.
Although not all of them are historical sociologists,
this group is analyzing models with great emphasis
placed on analytical rigor (Hedstrom & Bearman,
2009; Hedstrom & Ylikoski, 2010). This epistemo-
logical rift is, of course, in many respects a replay
of older epistemological disagreements in historical
sociology, although the current stakes appear to be
over a renewed interest in processes.

It is fair to say that historical sociology has learned
to live with its plurality out of necessity because it can
hardly do otherwise. This tolerance is underpinned
by the relative lack of organizational structure. The
specialty’s lack of unequivocal boundaries clearly
defining insiders and outsiders means that practitio-
ners may receive rewards both within and outside the
field. Moreover, scholars with an occasional involve-
ment in the specialty can make meaningful contri-
butions. But although this tolerance results from
acquiescing to (and not embracing) difference, it is
nevertheless entrenched. To describe the field’s future
directions is foolhardy. Other than understanding the
field’s current state of affairs, the best one can offer is
a shortsighted propensity account—to borrow from
the meta-theoretical framework adopted by this chap-
ter. Therefore, we see two broad patterns standing out
from the current state of affairs: (1) an entrenched
diversity of epistemologies, logics of explanation, and
thematic orientations; and (2) a “globalization” of the
field, which means both the engagement with global-
ity or globalization and the inclusion of non-Western
voices. Some of the developments that the field may
see in the near future, then, may stem from these two
broad patterns.

Current and future historical sociology most
likely will exhibit fragmentation, leading to eclecti-
cism in epistemology, methods of data collection,
thematic orientation, and logics of explanation.
Although growth in positivist terms might not be
forthcoming, fragmentation and eclecticism could
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enable reflection on longstanding ways of conduct-
ing historical sociology. One potential area where
such reflection may develop is in paired comparison—
a widely employed but hardly theorized approach of
historical-sociological analysis. Scholarship based
on paired comparison has long been produced by
historical sociologists, from the first-waver Tilly
(1963) comparing a counter-revolutionary region
with a nonbellicose region in post-revolutionary
France, to the third-waver Brubaker (1992) com-
paring citizenship in France and Germany. It is
worth adding that Bendix’s work also can be viewed
as being, in part, aligned with this strategy. What
this method does, above all, is foster comparison
between detail-researched historical contexts. In a
rare meta-discussion on paired comparison, Sidney
Tarrow (2010) argues that the method has the ben-
efit of unpacking two processes and of putting in
perspective the respective factors that account for
the development of the processes. Even though, in
Tarrow’s opinion, the logics of process analysis and
of variable covariance can be combined, his account
demonstrates that paired comparison is most suited
to the logic of process analysis.

The second broad pattern that, in our view, char-
acterizes the current state of affairs in historical soci-
ology concerns the growing realization of an effective
engagement with the historicity of globalization.
Sociologists have played a pivotal role in exploring
global-local relations and alternative or compet-
ing models and projects of modernity (Arnason,
2003; FEisenstadt, 1986; 2002; Gran, 1996). In
fact, the most comprehensive social-scientific treat-
ment of globalization (Held, McGrew, Goldblatt,
& DPerraton, 1999) is also partly the product of
sociological research (for an overview of the recent
state of the art, see Rossi, 2008). One major issue
underpinning much of contemporary scholarship
concerns the extent to which globalization should
be viewed as a long-term process predating Western
modernization (for examples, see Hobson, 2004;
Hopkins, 2002; Robertson, 2003), or, alternatively,
whether it should be viewed as its outcome or lat-
est phase or consequence (for examples, see Albrow,
1997; Giddens, 1990). This research agenda is often
joined with more recent efforts to track the rise and
recurrence of various forms of cosmopolitanism
throughout world history (e.g., “The Cosmopolitan
Predicament,” 2009; Holton, 2009; Jacob, 2006;
“On Cosmopolitanism,” 2008). It is fair to say
that, to this day, no comprehensive overview of this
emergent research agenda has been produced. That
might be a task for the future. Comparisons of the



contemporary situation with other periods have been
made, however, and in some instances these com-
pletely abandon the conventional use of modernity
as sociology’s master reference point. For example,
in a series of insightful articles, Inglis and Robertson
(2004; 2005; 2006) have related the emergence of
a cosmopolitan worldview to the growing inter-
connections of the Mediterranean region during
the period of Greco-Roman Antiquity. Using the
writings of historian Polybius as one of the main
reference points, they argue that it was during that
period that ecumenical notions gained the upper
hand over more parochial visions. As this example
shows, the cosmopolitan research agenda might
increase the range of sociological research, which
could expand to address such questions not only in
terms of Western European historical experience,
but also in terms of histories of the rest of the world.

In these debates, sociologists are increasingly
joined by historians. But, unlike with sociologists,
it took some time for global or world history to
fully institutionalize itself in terms of publication
outlets. In 2006, the foundation of the Journal
of Global History was a turning point; this jour-
nal achieved an admirable ranking fairly quickly
in the Web of Science. Contemporary historical
or historical-sociological research on aspects of
global affairs often follow on the footsteps of ear-
lier work pioneered by world system theorists; a
furry of articles, books, and volumes has appeared
that inquire into commercial, structural, political,
or broadly economic or socioeconomic relations
and interdependencies spanning world history. In
this regard, the institutionalization of this line of
research comes at the cost of losing sight of the
more cultural aspects of global-local relations.
One major aspect of the globalization of histori-
cal sociology should be the inclusion of analyses
that do not view developments in the non-Western
world solely in terms of divergence or convergence
from Western patterns but that chart new ana-
lytical relations, social interpretations, and causal
arguments based on different historical trajecto-
ries. Postcolonial criticism (Chakrabarty, 1992;
Said, 1978) has rightfully criticized the limits of
Western-centered interpretations. But as O’Brien
(2006) argues, scholarship should not draw
the misleading conclusion that simply because
Western accounts are biased, no accounts are pos-
sible. Realizing the partial nature of all historical
accounts means that scholarship should demon-
strate due humility in its claims; but new histori-
cal accounts of social processes will undoubtedly

further illuminate the practice and relevance of
sociology in the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER

The Centrality of Ethics in
Qualitative Research

Anna Traianou

Abstract

This chapter begins by examining some key principles of research ethics: minimization of harm, respect
for individual autonomy, and preservation of privacy. It then examines why research ethics is now
treated by qualitative researchers as increasingly central to their work. Key factors here are the rise of
ethical regulation and a diversification of approaches to qualitative inquiry, with some recent approaches
treating ethics as fundamental. The chapter notes an important sense in which ethical commitments

are central to research: inquiry must be underpinned by epistemic values and virtues that facilitate the
production of knowledge. However, it is argued that the increasingly common tendency to make central
those principles concerned with how the people being studied should be treated constitutes a form

of moralism, characterized as “the vice of overdoing morality” The chapter closes with an attempt to
outline the proper role that research ethics ought to play in qualitative research.

Key Words: ethical principles, ethical regulation, qualitative research, moralism, epistemic values, ethical

reflexivity

In recent years, research ethics has come to be
treated as much more central to the research process
than it was in the past, particularly in the case of quali-
tative inquiry. Of course, social researchers have long
been concerned with ethical issues, and there is a sub-
stantial literature dating from at least the 1960s con-
cerned with how access is to be gained, what harm can
come to participants in particular sorts of research, how
the autonomy of the participants should be protected,
what sorts of reciprocity should be involved between
researcher and researched, what should and should
not be included in research reports in order to respect
privacy, and so on. However, generally speaking, until
quite recently ethics was seen as an ancillary matter: as
important but not as central to the very task of research.
In recent years, this has changed significantly.

I explore this change later and assess it. First,
though, I will outline the nature of qualitative research
ethics and some of the debates that surround it.

62

What Is Qualitative Research Ethics?

Most discussions of research ethics focus pri-
marily on how researchers should treat the people
whom they are studying or from whom they obtain
data. A number of principles are usually identified
here, such as minimizing harm, respecting people’s
autonomy, and preserving their privacy. There are
also some procedures, notably securing informed
consent, that are frequently used and sometimes seen
as defining the requirements of ethical research.

Minimizing Harm

One of the most important ethical concerns
in carrying out any research relates to the poten-
tial for harm involved. This has been central to
much discussion of research ethics generally but
especially in the field of medicine, where research
often involves painful and perhaps even danger-
ous interventions: the administration of drugs,



surgical treatment, and the like. But harm is an
issue that arises in other areas of investigation as
well, including where qualitative research methods
are employed.

The identification of harm is not straightforward.
Potential threats of harm arising from research can
fall into the following categories:

* Pain, physical injury, and permanent disability

* Psychological damage, for instance,
emotional distress, erosion of self-confidence,
stress-related illness, and so on

* Material damage of some kind, for example,
loss of freedom through imprisonment,
dismissal from a job, reduction in income or
wealth, damage to property, and so on.

* Damage to reputation or status or to relations
with significant others, for example, through
the disclosure of information that was
previously unknown to some relevant audience.

* Damage to a project in which people are
engaged, to some group or organization to which
they belong, perhaps even to some institution or
occupation in which they participate.

The fact that serious harm of the kinds just listed
could be produced by research does not imply that it
is common or is usually very likely. Indeed, it seems
that, in most qualitative work, the danger of signifi-
cant harm of any type is low and that its occurrence
has been rare. But this judgment assumes, among
other things, that it is possible to assess the serious-
ness of harm with a reasonable degree of reliability.
And this is also required if we are to make defen-
sible decisions, when doing research, about whether
risking some potential harm is justifiable. Some
accounts of research ethics require that harm should
be entirely avoided but, given the range of types
of potential harm, of varying levels of seriousness,
it is frequently impossible to avoid it completely.
Judgments must be made about the level of dan-
ger involved and about the seriousness of the harm
that could occur. Although making such judgments
is not straightforward, and is open to dispute, it is
possible to do this in ways that are reasonable in
the circumstances (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012,
chapter 3).

Some types of study, are, however, generally
seen as involving heightened risk for participants.
Thus, research topics can be more or less “sensi-
tive” (Renzetti & Lee, 1993), specific sorts of data
are viewed as involving danger, and some kinds of
participant are often believed to be more vulnerable
and therefore seen as needing protection.! In the

case of the use of visual methods with children, for
example, significant ethical concerns relate to the
publication of images. The fear is that these could
be misused, that those pictured will be immediately
recognizable to people who already know them, or,
perhaps, that they will become identifiable by oth-
ers, with negative consequences. Various strategies
are used by researchers to minimize this danger. For
example, Flewitt (2005) mentions “fuzzying” faces
to protect identities and the possibility of producing
sketches of video stills and photographs that mini-
mize identifiability. However, these techniques have
themselves been challenged on ethical grounds; for
instance, as “an example of the ‘Othering’ of young
children in research” (Nutbrown, 2010, p. 3). The
response of many researchers who use visual data
to these risks of harm is to take what precautions
against them seem reasonable in the circumstances
and very often also to obtain informed consent
from participants, as far as this is possible.

The people being studied are not, of course, the
only ones who can be harmed by research. Others
include organizations from which funds were
obtained, institutions within which researchers
work, colleagues in those institutions, journals or
publishers, broader groups or categories of person
with whom the researcher has not had direct con-
tact but who might be affected by the publication of
findings, and even researchers themselves (see Lee,
1995; Lee-Treweek & Linogle, 2000; Lyng, 1998).
Indeed, in some contexts, qualitative research-
ers may be exposed to the risk of physical harm,
whether of assault (Jacobs, 2006; Kelly, 2004) or
disease (Lankshear, 2000). Warwick (1982) men-
tions two other relevant types of harm in relation
to researchers: legal jeopardy, the danger of prosecu-
tion and even imprisonment, and the psychologi-
cal effects arising from engaging in deception and
manipulation, both in terms of feelings of guilt and
self-doubt and also as effects on personal behav-
ior outside of research contexts (see also Homan,
1980). One context in which these dangers take
on particular significance is where research is car-
ried out by a team: here, those taking on a leader-
ship role will be responsible, at least to some degree,
for the welfare of their junior colleagues (Bloor,
Fincham, & Sampson, 2010).

Respecting Autonomy

It is often argued that, in carrying out research,
people’s autonomy should be respected; in other
words, their capacity and right to make decisions
about their own lives should not be undermined.
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This value underpins the frequently emphasized
requirement of informed consent.*

Gaining informed consent, though, is not always
necessary (e.g., public domain materials), is not
always possible, and is not a straightforward mat-
ter (see Hammersley & Traianou, 2012, chapter 4).
Where it is believed to be required in principle but
is not possible to obtain, researchers are faced with a
decision about whether to abandon their investiga-
tions or to continue without the consent of those
being studied. This issue may arise, for instance,
where the real names and contact addresses of partic-
ipants are not known, where there is a high turnover
of participants, or where seeking informed consent
would seriously disrupt the processes being studied.
Such problems can be faced, in particular, in some
forms of online research (Svenigsson-Elm, 2009).

Among social science researchers, there has been
much debate around whether covert research is ever
justified and, if so, under what conditions (Bulmer,
1982; Herrera, 1999; Leo, 1996). Some commenta-
tors argue that it is virtually never legitimate (Bok,
1978; Shils, 1959; Warwick, 1982). Others insist
that covert research is an acceptable and neces-
sary strategy in particular research settings (Calvey,
2008; Douglas, 1976; Homan, 1980). These discus-
sions have identified a range of considerations that
need to be taken into account. In my view, how-
ever, any judgment about whether covert research is
legitimate must be made in relation to specific cases
rather than being formulated either as a general pro-
hibition or even as a globally permissive statement.
This is because covertness can vary significantly and
so too can conditions in the field that are relevant to
making a judgment about its legitimacy.

As already noted, there are also some types of
research in which the requirement of informed con-
sent may not apply. This is true in the case of pub-
licly available documents or of observations made
in public settings; although, as I discuss later, there
are debates about what counts as public or private
material or settings. Once again, these issues arise
in some forms of online research, as well as in more
traditional forms of research.

When informed consent is judged to be a require-
ment, the researcher must reflect on how this can
best be secured: what is needed if people are to be
properly informed (how much information should
be supplied, how should people’s level of under-
standing be gauged, and so on), and how can one
be sure that people are in a position to freely con-
sent or decline to be involved in the research? In the
context of formal interviews, this may be relatively

straightforward. It is much less so when access to a
setting is being negotiated to observe events there
and to engage participants in informal conversa-
tions. Gatekeepers may exert considerable control
over access to settings, effectively speaking on behalf
of others involved. So, the question arises: is zheir
informed consent sufficient, or does the informed
consent of all participants need to be secured, and,
if so, how is this to be achieved?

Moreover, there are often significant cultural
differences about who can and should give consent
for whom to be involved in what. In many Western
societies, it is usually assumed that, in principle,
adults ought to be treated as free agents in terms
of their decisions, even if this freedom is curtailed
in particular institutional or group settings. By
contrast, in the case of children and of adults who
have learning disabilities or mental health prob-
lems, disputes center on their capacity to consent in
a manner that takes account of their own interests
(Heath, Charles, Crow, & Wiles, 2007). Finally, in
some non-Western cultures and in some subcultures
within Western societies, autonomy is given little
weight. The head of a kin group or a community
leader may be regarded as having the proper author-
ity to give permission for members of the fam-
ily or community to participate in research. And,
once permission has been granted, there may be an
obligation on those members to cooperate with the
researcher. Such cultural differences are important
in ethical as well as practical terms and can pose
serious difficulties: should the researcher respect the
conventions of the established culture or insist that
individuals freely consent?

Finally, another important issue concerns by
what means consent is obtained; in other words,
what counts, and should count, as consent hav-
ing been given? Here, questions focus on whether
consent can be implicit as well as explicit (Herrera,
1999) and about whether explicit consent can be
oral or must take the form of a written contract.
Aside from the question of whether the people
concerned are literate, there is cultural variation
in interpretations of oral and written agreements.
For example, insistence on written consent may be
regarded as insulting or threatening by some people
and may have undesirable effects on the research
relationship (see, e.g., Colic-Peisker, 2004, p. 88).3

Privacy

In some important respects, the conflict between
the demand for publicity built into the mission
of social science and a commitment to respecting
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privacy is at its sharpest in the case of qualitative
research. It makes a considerable difference whether
what is being studied is a public or a private setting,
and this distinction can also be applied to the sorts
of information that a researcher is seeking. But how
is what is public and what is private to be deter-
mined? This is far from straightforward and can be
a matter of dispute. Researchers’ judgments about
privacy may be affected by the field relationships
that develop around them or by those that they are
concerned with cultivating (see Hey, 2002; Hudson,
2004). Interview questions, the use of diaries, or the
collection of visual data may result in “disclosure of
behaviours or attitudes which would normally be
kept private and personal, which might result in
offence or lead to social censure or disapproval, and/
or which might cause the respondent discomfort to
express’ (Wellings, Branigan, & Mitchell, 2000,
p- 256). Here, too, judgments about what is private,
how private it is, and to what extent it is appropriate
to try to elicit information about it must be made.

Equally important in discussions about privacy
is the ethical question of whether it is legitimate to
investigate a particular topic that is seen as sensitive;
in other words, a topic that touches on private mat-
ters, as Goodrum and Keys (2007) note in discuss-
ing studies of bereavement and abortion. A related
question is whether it is acceptable to study a topic
that others, perhaps including the people from
whom data are to be collected, are likely to regard
as private, irrespective of whether the researcher
holds this view. As Renzetti and Lee (1993) point
out, however, predictions of what will prove to be
sensitive inquiries as far as participants are con-
cerned are open to error, and judgments regard-
ing sensitivity, even about the same topic, will vary
across audiences. For instance, as they note, some
groups—religious fundamentalists, for example—
“quite literally regard research into their beliefs and
activities as anathema” (Renzetti & Lee, 1993, p. 6).
This sort of tension, sometimes formulated in terms
of conflicting “ways of knowing,” has been at the
center of debates about research on “indigenous
cultures” (see Chilisa, 2009; Denzin, Lincoln, &
Smith, 2008; Smith, 1999; Walker, Eketone, &
Gibbs, 2006).

Online qualitative research presents one area in
which privacy has been a particular issue, especially
the kind that employs naturally occurring online
data. Although the nature and ethos of the internet
can give rise to the assumption that it is a public
domain or sphere in which whatever is available can
automatically be treated as open to legitimate use

by researchers, there is considerable variation in the
character of websites and the material they contain.*
Judgments about their status as public or private
need to be made and are frequently contentious.
Furthermore, as Allen (1996) has pointed out, dif-
ferent parts of the same site can vary in this respect.
Therefore, as with physical locations, a range of con-
siderations might be taken into account in deciding
what is and is not private or how private it is. One
criterion concerns the nature of the material: the
extent to which it relates to the sorts of experi-
ences, activities, or locations that would generally
be deemed private. This is not always clear-cut. For
example, in her study of a Swedish web commu-
nity, Sveningsson-Elm (2009, p. 82) argued that
the users” practices suggested that they did not con-
sider their personal pages—including their photo
albums, diaries, and personal profiles—as private.
By contrast, Hudson and Bruckman (2005, p. 298)
have argued that “people in public online environ-
ments often act as if these environments were pri-
vate.” Another criterion is the degree to which the
website is accessible to anyone. In this respect, too,
there may be variations across different parts of the
same website, with some content hidden and only
available to those invited to gain access, as for exam-
ple with private rooms within publicly accessible
chatrooms (see Bakardjieva & Freenberg, 2001).
Up to now, I have concentrated on the ways in
which qualitative researchers might invade privacy,
but equally important is how researchers handle
the data they collect, given that some data may
be private or secret, and how they report and dis-
seminate their findings. The precautionary prin-
ciple that usually operates here is confidentialiy,
and there are a number of strategies researchers
use to protect it. The most common one is ano-
nymizgation, which involves replacing the actual
names of participants with invented ones. A sec-
ond strategy used by researchers is to omit from
accounts any personal characteristics of people
or contextual features of places that may allow
them to be identified; alternatively, these may be
changed to provide disguise (see Hopkins, 1993;
Piper & Sikes, 2010; Sparkes, 1995). It is impor-
tant, however, to remember that anonymity is a
matter of degree. In being referred to in research
reports, people are not either identifiable or anon-
ymous. Rather, their identities will be more or
less difficult to recognize by different audiences.
And sometimes anonymization may not succeed
in preventing their being recognized by some peo-
ple. Aside from the practical difficulties associated
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with anonymization, there have also been ques-
tions about whether it is a legitimate strategy for
researchers to adopt (Nespor, 2000; Richardson,
1973, p. 45; Walford, 2002, 2005, 2008). It has
been argued, for example, that if researchers can-
not absolutely guarantee that anonymity will be
preserved and confidentiality thereby protected,
then they should not promise it. Others point
out that replacing the names of people—and
especially of places—with pseudonyms can lead
to inaccuracy: it may prevent readers from using
background knowledge that they already have to
understand what is reported. Anonymization has
also been questioned on the basis that participants
sometimes want to be named in research reports
and/or want their organization and community
to be identifiable (Grinyer, 2002; Wiles, Crow,
Heath, & Charles, 2008). Indeed, it has some-
times been insisted that informants own the data
that they have supplied and that their link with
such data should not be broken (Lincoln & Guba,
1989, p. 236; Simons, 2009; Walker, 1993); that
they ought to be viewed as authors of the data, so
that they have a right to be named as sources.

In my view, confidentiality as regards data is an
important ethical principle in qualitative research,
and anonymization is a useful strategy in achieving
it. To abandon it would make some research impos-
sible and damage the quality of much of the rest.
But sometimes it will not be appropriate, and there
is a range of considerations that need to be taken
into account in deciding about this, including the
nature of the participants and the researcher’s rela-
tions with them.

I have outlined some of the central ethical issues
involved in qualitative inquiry and some of the
complexities surrounding them. In the remainder
of this chapter, I focus on the role that these should
play in the practice of research. As I noted earlier,
ethical issues have come to be treated as much more
central to good research than in the past.

The Increased Centrality of Research Ethics

Two developments have changed the perceived
significance of research ethics for many researchers
today: the rise of ethical regulation, and the emer-
gence of conceptions of qualitative inquiry that
treat it as an essentially ethical enterprise.’

The Rise of Ethical Regulation

The move toward ethical regulation of social sci-
ence began many years ago when some social sci-
ence subject associations established codes to guide

the behavior of their members. This was stimulated
in part by earlier developments within medical
research after World War 11, these being prompted
by the appalling experiments carried out by Nazi
doctors on people in institutions and concentration
camps. The Nuremberg Code of 1947 specified
ethical principles that should guide medical experi-
ments, and these were later applied more widely,
notably in psychology. They were subsequently clar-
ified, developed, and supplemented in the World
Medical Association’s Helsinki Declaration of 1964,
and in the Belmont Report of 1979 in the United
States. The last of these was prompted by further
scandals, such as the Tuskegee project in the south-
ern United States, in which African-American men
were not given treatment for syphilis in order to
allow researchers to understand the variable course
of the disease.®

Also important for the development of eth-
ics codes by social science associations were vari-
ous controversies about the role of social research
in relation to foreign policy. For example, during
World War II, some anthropologists in the United
States were employed by a US government agency
that was responsible for the internment of people of
Japanese descent in California (Mills, 2003; Opler,
1986; Starn, 1986; see also Price, 2008), and this
led the Society for Applied Anthropology to pro-
duce a code of ethics in 1948, probably the first
social science association to do so. In the 1960s and
1970s, a series of further controversies surrounded
anthropologists’ and other social scientists’ involve-
ment in government-sponsored projects concerned
with military operations and counterinsurgency
in Latin America and East Asia (Wakin, 2008,
chapter 2).” The most famous was Project Camelot,
in which anthropologists, sociologists, political sci-
entists, and psychologists were to be funded as part
of a proposed CIA project concerned with “assess-
ing the potential for internal war within national
societies” and identifying “those actions which a
government might take to relieve conditions which
are assessed as giving rise to a potential for internal
war” (Horowitz, 1967, p. 5).

In social science, the ethics codes developed by
professional associations did not amount to ethical
regulation, strictly speaking, by contrast with medi-
cine, in which codes were generally accompanied
by procedures through which complaints could
be made and punishment administered. Although
medical associations could often prevent a mem-
ber from continuing to practice, at least within
its jurisdiction, this was rarely if ever possible for
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social science associations. In short, their codes were
largely advisory in function, with little or no polic-
ing of members to ensure compliance.

In recent decades, however, a major shift has
occurred in the ethical regulation of social science.
One aspect of this is that the locus has moved from
professional associations to the organizations in
which social scientists are employed or with which
they must deal in carrying out their research: univer-
sities, research institutes, and research sites like hos-
pitals. This process began in the United States, with
the introduction of federal regulations in the early
1980s requiring the establishment of Institutional
Review Boards to assess research proposals within
all institutions receiving funds from what was then
the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare.
Because future federal funding was contingent on
the formation of these boards, universities were
forced to comply. Although the review board system
was primarily concerned with medical research, the
remit of these boards covered social science as well,
and their flexibility in interpreting ethical principles
across research fields has varied considerably (Israel
& Hay, 2006, pp. 41-45). Furthermore, over time,
a process of “ethics creep” has involved an intensi-
fication of regulation and its extension to examine
all aspects of the research process (Haggerty, 2004).

In the United Kingdom, the shift toward thiskind
of ethical regulation was more recent. Here, too, it
began in the field of health, with the Department
of Health requiring hospitals to set up research eth-
ics committees and later providing guidelines for
the establishment and operation of these commit-
tees. More recent changes have led to much tighter
regulation through the National Health Service
(NHS) Research Governance Framework (RGF),
which was introduced in 2001 and now covers most
research conducted in healthcare settings in the
United Kingdom, not only medical research.

These changes in the health field were important
factors in stimulating increased regulation across
UK social science, and this parallels similar moves
in many other countries (van den Hoonard, 2002).
Ethics committees had already existed in some
universities, but these had usually been concerned
with medical research and/or with the treatment of
animals by biologists and of children by psycholo-
gists. However, in 2005, the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC) published its Research
Ethics Framework (2005), and this was formulated
very much in the language of “research governance.”
In effect, it required that most research proposals
coming to it be subject to vetting procedures within

universities before they could be funded. In the
wake of this, universities extended the remit of exist-
ing ethics committees to deal with social research
or set up new procedures, and this continues to be
done in a variety of ways and with differing degrees
of operational effect. More recently, regulation has
been tightened and extended through a revised
framework (ESRC, 2010; Stanley & Wise, 2010).

The most significant aspect of this shift from
codes to regulation is that whereas, even within
professional medical associations, the application of
codes had been retrospective, responding to com-
plaints, the operation of the new institutional review
boards and ethics committees is prospective, effec-
tively determining whether particular research proj-
ects can go ahead. Furthermore, it frequently entails
a “mandatory requirement for the prior and meticu-
lous review of social research proposals by groups
that are representative of a wider constituency than
the research community” (Homan, 1991, p. 17). In
other words, research proposals are to be judged not
simply by members of the relevant research com-
munity but by committees that include academics
from across diverse disciplines and, increasingly, lay
representatives as well.

It should be clear that this rise in ethical regula-
tion has made the consideration of ethical issues a
much more central concern for researchers, at least
in the sense that they are now forced, prospectively,
to give an account of ethical considerations in rela-
tion to their research and how they will deal with
them. Moreover, they may well have to engage in
considerable negotiation with ethics committees to
gain agreement to proceed, negotiation that is by
no means always successful. A common require-
ment of regulatory bodies is that research be car-
ried out to “high” or even to “the highest” ethical
standards (see, e.g., ESRC, 2010; Gardner 2011),
and, on paper at least, this prioritizes research ethics
in relation to other aspects of the research process.

Of course, the nature of what is demanded
in the context of ethical regulation is open to
question and has been subject to considerable
criticism. The reorganization and tightening of
ethical regulation has had particularly sharp con-
sequences for qualitative research because the
model of enquiry on which regulatory guidelines
and arrangements have been based is usually at
odds with its character. This biomedical model
assumes clear specification of objectives and means
of achieving them at the start of the research pro-
cess, a preoccupation with the testing of hypoth-
eses, and the scheduled production of promised
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outcomes. It also presumes that research consists
of the administration of research instruments in
researcher-controlled environments (Reiss, 1979).
By contrast, qualitative research generally oper-
ates on the basis of a flexible and emergent mode
of research design in which the task—in the early
stages of data collection at least—is to clarify and
develop understanding of the research problem.
As a result, it is difficult for qualitative researchers
to anticipate, at the beginning, what sorts of data
will need to be collected. Furthermore, qualita-
tive research typically takes place in “natural” set-
tings, over which researchers have little control.
Even when interviews are involved, these are usu-
ally relatively unstructured in character and car-
ried out in territory that is not controlled by the
researcher. All these features make it difficult to
anticipate what contingencies might arise at vari-
ous stages of the research process and to plan in
any detail how ethical issues will be dealt with.

The growth in ethical regulation has generated
a considerable literature. Some of this has con-
cerned the principles on which regulation should be
based, some has been designed to assist researchers
in thinking about research ethics in ways that allow
them to navigate the requirements of ethics com-
mittees, and a considerable amount has been con-
cerned with the negative effects of ethical regulation
for qualitative work.

The other factor that I mentioned as making eth-
ics more central for researchers is the rise of views of
qualitative inquiry that treat it as essentially ethical
in character, in one way or another. I examine these
in the next section.

Changes Within Qualitative Research

Qualitative enquiry raises distinctive ethical
issues because, as already indicated, it generally
involves emergent and flexible research designs
and usually entails collecting relatively unstruc-
tured data in naturalistic settings. And there has
been much discussion of the ethical issues it gen-
erates since the middle of the twentieth century.
This was often stimulated by particular studies that
attracted adverse publicity or were seen as involving
severe problems (Hammersley & Traianou, 2012,
chapter 1).

In addition to debates around particular stud-
ies, increasing attention to research ethics has also
been generated in recent years by the proliferation
of sharply discrepant approaches to qualitative
research. There are now deep divisions within the
research community, relating not just to the means

to be employed, but also to what is seen as the goal
of and rationale for qualitative research.

In early debates about quantitative versus qualita-
tive approaches, one criticism made of quantitative
work concerned ethics. It was argued that quan-
titative research tends to force people’s responses
into categories determined by researchers, thereby
reducing them to objects that can be counted and
represented as statistics, rather than portraying
them as persons and agents (see, e.g., Mills, 1959,
chapter 5). These features were seen as closely asso-
ciated with the practical functions served by quanti-
tative research, notably its use by governments and
big business to control and manipulate employees,
citizens, and consumers.

However, with the rise in influence of qualita-
tive work and its fragmentation into competing
approaches, ethical criticisms came to be directed at
some older forms of this work as well. For instance,
the involvement of early anthropological ethnogra-
phy in the operation of European colonialism was
highlighted, with the suggestion that it continues
to serve as an arm of neo-colonialism (Asad, 1973;
Lewis, 1973; Pels, 1997). Furthermore, there was
the claim that qualitative research is, if anything,
even more capable of intruding into people’s private
lives than quantitative work. Through participant
observation, researchers can gain direct access to
these individuals, observing what they say and do
at firsthand. This has sometimes been denounced as
surveillance (Nicolaus, 1968; see also Barnes, 1979,
p. 22) or voyeurism (Denzin, 1992). Similarly,
open-ended interviewing was criticized, notably by
feminists, on the grounds that it could encourage
people to disclose aspects of their past and of their
experience that they might wish to keep private,
with disclosure being a result of false rapport stra-
tegically developed by interviewers (Finch, 1984).
More fundamentally, the asymmetrical roles played
in the research process by researchers in relation to
those they are researching came to be challenged
as constituting a “hierarchical” relationship that
involves the exercise of power and is fundamentally
exploitative in character (Stacey, 1988).

In addition to these charges, there were also criti-
cisms that much qualitative research is politically
trivial, in the sense that it has little or no impact in
changing the world and is, therefore (it was argued),
of little or no value. For example, at the height of
the Vietnam War, when radicals were challenging
their profession to take a stand against it, Gjessing
(1968, p. 397) suggested that unless the whole

direction of anthropological enquiry were changed,
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anthropologists would be “playing an intellectual
game in which nobody outside our own tiny circle
is interested.”

To remedy these defects, it was insisted by many
that qualitative research must be aimed directly
at emancipation; in other words, at challenging
oppression, social inequalities, or human rights
abuses. Thus, over the course of the 1970s and
1980s, there were calls for a “liberation anthropol-
ogy” (Huizer & Mannheim, 1979) and for qualita-
tive inquiry to “become critical” (see Hymes, 1972).
Sometimes, it was argued that a form of participa-
tory action research was required (Hall, Gillett, &
Tandon, 1982), one that recognizes the agency of
those who need political support in overturning the
status quo. Not surprisingly, these criticisms and
proposals were often formulated in ethical terms.

Later, these differences in attitude about the
methods and goals of social research and about
what counts as ethical research practice deepened
and diversified, sometimes turning into fundamen-
tal philosophical and political divisions, with some
approaches treating the realization of particular eth-
ical values as the primary consideration in qualita-
tive enquiry. For example, many feminists criticized
mainstream social research for its commitment to
abstract ethical principles, proposing instead an eth-
ics of care that gives central concern to the inzerde-
pendence of human beings and their responsibilities
to each other, for adopting Western conceptions of
the subject, and/or for maintaining a distinction
between researchers and researched that reinforces
power differences and thereby undermines the
production of “authentic” data (Mauthner, Birch,
Jessop, & Miller, 2002; Miller, Birch, Mauthner,
& Jessop, 2012; see also Hesse-Biber & Leavy,
2006). Within disability studies, there was grow-
ing resistance to research by nondisabled research-
ers (Barnes, 2009; Oliver, 1992), just as, under the
influence of antiracism, there were challenges to
whites studying blacks. In the field of childhood
studies, which emerged in the 1980s, there has
been an insistence that research must be designed to
secure children’s rights, that it must represent their
voices, and, increasingly, that children should them-
selves carry out research (Alderson, 2000; Kellett,
2010). Parallel developments have also taken place
in relation to research on “indigenous communities”
(Chilisa, 2009; Denzin et al., 2008; Smith, 1999).

Although these developments have been strongly
shaped by sociopolitical changes and “new social
movements” like feminism and disability activ-
ism, they have also been influenced by shifts in

ideas about the nature and value of social scientific
research (Hammersley, 2013). The predominant
view in the 1960s and 1970s insisted that the sole
operational aim of inquiry is to produce knowl-
edge, albeit knowledge that is relevant to some
general human interest, to a body of disciplinary
knowledge, and/or to a public policy issue. This
traditional view, closely associated with the con-
cept of science, was always subject to challenge
but, from the 1980s onward, many qualitative
researchers began to distance themselves from it,
looking more toward the humanities and arts. In
part, this reflected wider cultural challenges to the
status and character of science and also attacks on
Enlightenment thinking, inspired by critical theory
and post-structuralism, portraying it as legitimating
oppression and as hiding Western interests behind
the veil of objectivity and universalism (see, e.g.,
Clifford & Marcus, 1986).

In important respects, these developments trans-
formed research ethics and gave it heightened rele-
vance. Ethical issues have come to be seen as crucial
both in relation to the goals of research and to how
it is carried out. Where, previously, ethical consid-
erations set boundaries within which inquiry could
legitimately be pursued, increasingly today they are
seen as defining the nature of the task or as demand-
ing exemplification in the research process.

The Dangers of Moralism

Although research ethics is certainly an impor-
tant topic, some fundamental questions can be
raised about the ways in which ethics has become
central to research as a result of the rise of ethical
regulation and of changes in qualitative inquiry. In
many respects, this reflects what might be labeled
“moralism,” a term that has been defined as “the
vice of overdoing morality” (Coady, 2005, p. 101;
see also Taylor, 2012).8

Perhaps the most obvious expression of mor-
alism is the claim that qualitative research is, or
should be, essentially ethical. For example, Clegg
and Slife (2009, p. 36) argue that it is “an inherently
ethical enterprise” whereas Mertens and Ginsberg
(2009, p. 2) insist that “ethics is foundational to the
telos of the research enterprise.” Similarly, Caplan
(2003, p. 3) has claimed that “the ethics of anthro-
pology ...goes to the heart of the discipline: the
premises on which its practitioners operate, its epis-
temology, theory and praxis.” In other words, it is
concerned with answering the question “What is
anthropology for? Who is it for?” Many qualitative
researchers outside of anthropology would concur
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that what is at issue here is the whole rationale for
and orientation of qualitative inquiry (see Denzin
& Lincoln, 2011).

There is an important sense in which this
claim about the centrality of ethics is true: social
research is necessarily founded on certain intrinsic
value-commitments. Traditionally, these centered
on the goal of producing knowledge, but today
the desirability, or even possibility, of this has been
opened to question, and the values often seen as
central to qualitative research are of a very differ-
ent kind: they are practical rather than epistemic
values, concerned, for example, with promoting
“equality,” “inclusion,” or “emancipation.” In my
view, this move away from treating only epis-
temic values as lying at the center of qualitative
research amounts to moralism. This can take at
least two forms:

1. The belief that other values than #u#h should
be treated as integral to the goal of research, so
that researchers must direct their work toward,
for example, promoting justice, emancipating or
giving voice to marginalized groups, or serving
other practical activities of various kinds, such as
the promotion of health or education.

2. The requirement that in the course of carrying
out their work researchers must seek to “realize” one
or more practical values, that they should adhere
to “the highest ethical standards” as regards, for
instance, avoidance of harm, protection of privacy,
respect for autonomy, equity, care, or some other
nonepistemic value.

It is not uncommon to find these two kinds of
moralism combined, leading to the demand, for
instance, that research both be aimed at producing
findings that increase social justice and be carried
out in ways that exemplify this value. In my view,
both these forms of moralism need to be subjected
to fundamental assessment.

Redefining the Goal of Qualitative Research
It is a feature of all specialized occupations that
they involve the adoption of a relatively narrow per-
spective, focusing on a particular task and what is
directly relevant to it, thereby downplaying other
matters that are important from other perspectives.
It is precisely from this narrowness that increased
gains in tackling the specific task arise. Although
it is important to recognize that this specialization
also involves losses, it should not be assumed that
the gains are available otherwise. Thus, research
as a specialized activity maximizes the chances of

producing sound knowledge. Although it should
always be practised in ways that are constrained by
practical values, these being primarily concerned
with how other people ought to be treated, this is
quite different from treating those extrinsic values as
constituting the goal of the occupation.’

In these terms, then, the common claim, for
example, that a major function of qualitative
research is to “give voice” to marginalized groups
involves a fundamental misconception. The task
of any research project is to answer a set of factual
questions. Although this may well involve drawing
data from people whose views are rarely heard or
listened to, it will also usually be necessary to inter-
pret these views; and, when they are being used as
a source of information about the world, to evalu-
ate their likely validity. In addition, it will almost
always be essential to draw data from other people
who are not regarded as marginalized or oppressed,
and who may even be viewed as oppressors (Becker,
1964). Furthermore, it is important that the
validity of #heir accounts is not simply dismissed
(Hammersley, 1998).

Also ruled out is any argument to the effect that
research must be directed toward benefitting the
people studied, an idea that underpins the notion of
participatory research. For example, in the field of
childhood studies, it is often insisted that research
should not be carried out oz children but always for
and with them, treating them as having a right to
participate in research decision-making (Alderson
& Morrow, 2011). Similar views are to be found,
as regards other sorts of research participant, among
feminists (Fonow & Cook 1991; Mies, 1983; Miller
etal., 2012) and disability researchers (Oliver, 1992;
Barnes, 2009) and in relation to research about
“indigenous” communities (Smith, 1999).

In my view, these arguments involve a violation
of the distinctive character of research: a failure
to recognize that it is a specialized activity whose
distinctive and exclusive goal is the production of
knowledge.'* In other words, they undermine the
very concept of research as a professional occu-
pation. In particular, the concept of participa-
tory inquiry amounts to an attempt to erase the
researcher role and the responsibilities and license
intrinsically associated with it.

Realizing Practical Values Within
the Research Process

The second kind of moralism I identified is
not concerned with the goal/ of research but rather
with the means by which it is pursued. Here, the
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requirement is that researchers seek fully to exem-
plify some set of practical values, such as avoidance
of harm, protection of privacy, respect for auton-
omy, equity, care, in how they carry out their work.
Alternatively, there is the more generalized demand
that they abide by “the highest ethical standards,”
a phrase that, as noted earlier, is common in state-
ments underpinning ethical regulation.

Examples of this second kind of moralism
include the idea that obedience to the criminal law
is always required and that all infringements must
be reported, or the treatment of informed consent
as an absolute human right (Alderson & Morrow,
2011; Homan, 2001). In my view, these kinds of
ethical absolutism amount to an unrealistic con-
straint on inquiry. For example, the insistence that
the law must always be obeyed would make some
kinds of qualitative research very difficult, if not
impossible. This is most obviously true in the field
of criminology, but the problem extends beyond
that area, since deviance of one kind or another is a
feature in many settings. The point here is not that
researchers should feel free to break the law, whether
in their own country or some other, whenever it is
convenient, nor that they should expect immunity
from prosecution. It is rather that there may be
occasions when this is necessary for the research and
justifiable in those terms. Relevant here, of course, is
the seriousness of any offence. It is not uncommon
for qualitative researchers to witness illegal behav-
ior and to break the law by not reporting it. Much
more rare is when researchers themselves com-
mit serious offences, as in the famous example of
Whyte’s (1993, pp. 312-317) participation in elec-
tion vote-rigging. Similarly, I outlined earlier some
of the complexities surrounding informed consent
and why this sometimes cannot be achieved in qual-
itative inquiry.

Adbherence to “High Standards”:
An Indefensible Requirement

My argument is that whereas qualitative research
is properly constrained by practical values, what
these values mean and what weight should be
given to them in any particular situation must be
shaped by what is required if the production of
knowledge is to be pursued effectively. For these
reasons, practical values will sometimes need to be
compromised. What can reasonably be expected of
qualitative researchers is 7oz adherence to the high-
est standards but rather that their behavior is accept-
able in terms of practical values, taking account of
the constraints operating in the situations concerned.

It is also important to remember that social scien-
tists are members of a profession operating within
societies and that all they can distinctively claim is
a high commitment to a specific goal and to the
values associated with this, not some general ethical
superiority.

A label that could be applied to the position
adopted here is “Machiavellianism” (Hammersley
& Traianou, 2011), a term that carries an evalua-
tive load that, like “moralism,” is ambiguous if not
downright negative. However, contrary to what
is sometimes assumed, Machiavelli did not pro-
pose that rulers and other political agents should
pursue evil ends. Rather, he argued that they will
often have to use means that are regarded as morally
questionable, such as deception, and even some-
times those that are abhorrent, like war, in order
effectively to pursue ends that are good. According to
Strauss (1975, p. 84), Machiavelli was the first of
the early modern political philosophers, whose ethi-
cal thinking starts not from “how people ought to
live,” in the manner of the ancients, but rather from
“how people actually live.” In Max Weber’s terms,
Machiavelli rejected an “ethics of ultimate ends”
in favor of an “ethic of responsibility” (see Bruun,
2007, pp. 250-259).

One of the problems with the second kind of
moralism I discussed, then, is that it is premised
on an unrealistic view of human nature and soci-
ety. Conflicting ideals and interests, and struggles
over these, are endemic in social life; and, as a result,
the use of coercion, manipulation, and deception
is widespread. Given this, moralism is not a viable
basis for carrying out any activity, including quali-
tative inquiry (Douglas, 1976; Duster, Matza, &
Wellman, 1979; Littrell, 1993). If researchers are to
get their work done in the world as it is and produce
reliable knowledge, they will often have to engage
in actions that fall short of “the highest standards.”

Another way of trying to capture the point I am
making is the idea that researchers must claim a cer-
tain moral license if they are to pursue their task
effectively. This is also true of many other occu-
pational roles, notably but not exclusively those
labeled as professions. For example, it is the task of
the doctor to try to secure or preserve the health of
patients, not to save their souls or serve the inter-
ests of a kin-group or a nation-state. Moreover,
in pursuing this narrowly specified task, it may
be necessary to use means that, from the point of
view of some extrinsic values, are undesirable. For
example, doctors and other medical personnel will
often find it necessary to cause embarrassment or
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pain, and perhaps also to turn a blind eye to legal
as well as moral offences (e.g., drug use). Similarly,
the task of lawyers is not to aim directly at achiev-
ing justice; instead, they are obliged to be partisan
on behalf of their clients and to operate in terms of
the existing law, downplaying some aspects of a case
in favor of others with a view to serving the client
best. Furthermore, in pursuing their work, they can
demand answers from witnesses to highly intrusive
questions in public and challenge their honesty in
order to undermine the persuasiveness of unfavor-
able evidence."!

So, in serving their goals, occupations may
need to be allowed to breach some moral rules that
would normally apply. If, by contrast, it is insisted
that these rules are always fully enforced, that “high
standards” are adhered to in terms of applying
extrinsic values, then the scope for exercising the dis-
cretion needed to pursue specialized occupations,
and thereby to achieve the benefits they offer, will
be reduced considerably. In my view, this is an argu-
ment that applies to social research.

What Sorts of License Can and Should
Qualitative Researchers Claim?

For one thing, in collecting data, social scien-
tists may find it necessary to tolerate, and risk being
seen as condoning, behavior that they believe (and
that others would believe) is wrong. I should per-
haps stress here that my argument is not that all
immoral or illegal acts must be tolerated, only that
researchers must have the leeway to tolerate some
such acts where they judge this to be necessary and
defensible in doing their work. This includes toler-
ating the expression of beliefs that one finds offen-
sive or disturbing (Huff, 1999). If the researcher is
not able to be tolerant in this way, then access to
much data may be blocked or made relatively inac-
cessible in many fields of inquiry. Similarly, it may
sometimes be necessary to deceive people, at least
passively (e.g., through not correcting misappre-
hensions), if the data required are to be obtained.
This is most obviously true in the case of groups
and organizations that seek to exercise considerable
power over their members and over their external
environments: from political and business elites,
through state and commercial agencies of various
kinds, to exclusive religious or political groups.
Such deception may also be necessary in cases where
individuals or groups have a hostile attitude toward
science or social research (see, e.g., Homan, 1980).
A further example is that it may be necessary to ask
questions whose implications could be taken to be

politically questionable, say, sexist or racist. Equally
important, researchers may need to entertain lines
of argument whose potential implications could be
viewed as objectionable, distressing, or repulsive by
lay audiences, and perhaps even by the researcher
her- or himself. Any insistence that researchers be
“authentic,” in the sense of fully living up to their
own personal values or to those of others, would put
very serious obstacles in the way of pursuing social
research, often ones that simply make it impossible
to do it well.

Of course, in the case of professions like medi-
cine and law, the moral license claimed is justi-
fied by appeals to the benefits produced (both for
particular individuals and for the wider society),
whereas with qualitative inquiry it might be argued
that there are no equivalent benefits, or at least that
the benefit is much less. Thus, for academic research
at least, there is no client group, and the knowledge
it produces is sometimes seen as trivial. However,
the balance between the level and kinds of “moral
deviance” involved in the work of different occupa-
tions and the benefits they generate is a matter of
judgment, and one about which there will often be
disagreement. For my part, I believe that the mini-
mal moral license required to pursue qualitative
research s justified by the potential benefit it can
bring in terms of knowledge and understanding of
the social world.

Ethical Reflexivity and the Problem of Being
“Too Ethical”

What lies at the heart of moralism, of all kinds,
is the assumption that it is impossible to be “too ethi-
cal” (see Leiter, 2001; Louden, 1988). And, closely
associated with this is an unrestrained form of ethi-
cal reflexivity that generates the conclusion that
social research involves a high risk of severe ethi-
cal dangers for the people studied, so that rigorous
precautions must be taken to protect them; or that,
in order for research to be worthwhile and there-
fore ethically justifiable, it must aim at more than
the “mere” production of knowledge. Also involved
is the assumption that there are value judgments
that could frame research that everyone would or
should accept and whose implications for particular
situations are quite clear and determinate. However,
none of these assumptions is sound. Although it is
essential that researchers continually adopt a reflex-
ive stance toward their work—as regards ethical,
methodological, and other issues—there are signifi-
cant limits to how much and what kinds of reflexiv-
ity they should exercise, in the sense of what they
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should treat as open to question. Questioning all
assumptions leads to an inability to engage in any
form of action.

Perhaps the other profession to which qualita-
tive research approximates most closely in char-
acter is investigative journalism. And the position
I am adopting here is similar to the attitude of
Janet Malcolm toward the ethics of her profession.
Journalists, she suggests, face a “moral impasse.” In
a famous opening sentence, she declares that “every
journalist who is not too stupid or too full of him-
self to notice what is going on knows that what he
does is morally indefensible” (1991, p. 3). However,
she does not take this as grounds for abandoning
the occupation or for adopting a highly moral-
istic stance in her work. Rather, her concern is to
highlight the difficulties and unavoidable ethical
dilemmas involved in investigative journalism. She
elaborates on the problem as follows:

Unlike other relationships that have a purpose
beyond themselves and are clearly delineated as such
(dentist-patient, lawyer-client, teacher-student), the
writer-subject relationship seems to depend for its
life on a kind of fuzziness and murkiness, if not utter
covertness, of purpose. If everybody put his cards

on the table, the game would be over. The journalist
must do his work in a kind of deliberately induced
state of moral anarchy.

She describes this as a “baffling and unfortu-
nate occupational hazard” (Malcolm, 1991,
pp. 142— 143). And I believe that much the same
can be said about qualitative research; although
researchers are not faced with the same level of ethi-
cal difficulties as the journalist, largely because they
are usually able to anonymize the people and places
being referred to, whereas journalists cannot.

It is perhaps necessary to re-emphasize that my
argument is not that the pursuit of research should
be unconstrained by practical values. Some restraint
of this kind is essential: researchers should not feel
free to pursue their research goals irrespective of
all other considerations and costs. The issue is the
degree to which and ways in which nonepistemic val-
ues should shape the actions of the researcher and,
equally important, who is to make decisions about
this. There is no general answer to the question of
how much weight should be given to particular prac-
tical values; this must be decided on a case-by-case
basis. However, what we can say is that it is individ-
ual researchers or research teams who must decide in
particular cases what is and is not acceptable, in light
of both intrinsic and extrinsic values. Such decisions

should not be made by funding bodies, gatekeep-
ers, ethics committees, governments, or anyone else.
Others can, of course, express views about the deci-
sions that researchers have made and take action on
the basis of these; but researchers are not obliged
automatically to treat their complaints as legitimate,
even if they must nevertheless face the consequences
that follow from them.

Conclusion

Whether ethics is seen as central to qualitative
inquiry or to social research more generally depends
a good deal on what the word “ethics” is taken to
mean. It is frequently treated as primarily or entirely
concerned with how researchers treat people in the
field: whether they minimize harm to them, respect
their autonomy and privacy, and so on. If “ethics”
is interpreted in this way, then, in my view, ethics
is not central to qualitative research, in the sense
that it does not form part of its core task, which
is to produce knowledge. Ethical considerations, in
this sense, relate to what are and are not acceptable
means in pursuing knowledge: they represent an
external constraint on the selection of methods and
strategies in which researchers engage.

However, “research ethics” can be interpreted in
a broader sense to include all of the values that are
relevant to the pursuit of inquiry. If we interpret the
term in this way, then some of the values concerned
are indeed central to the practice of research. After
all, inquiry necessarily depends on the assumption
that gaining knowledge of the social world is desir-
able, and implicated here also is the value of truth.
Moreover, the pursuit of inquiry demands a num-
ber of virtues: an openness to unpleasant facts that
are at odds with one’s preferences, a willingness to
consider and address criticism, a commitment to
objectivity, in the sense of seeking to minimize the
chances of one’s own values and interests leading to
error, and so on. These values and virtues are indeed
central to the practice of research, of any kind.

Notes

1. Categories of vulnerable participants include, most notably,
the very young, people suffering from serious illness, those
who have intellectual impairments, temporary (e.g., as a
result of the effects of alcohol or drugs) or more long-lasting
(a learning disability or mental illness), and those in mar-
ginal positions within society. However, others can be
vulnerable in particular respects under certain conditions,
for example psychotherapists (Oeye, Bjelland, & Skorpen,
2007) and teachers (McWilliam & Jones, 2005). On
“researching the vulnerable,” see Liamputtong (2007).

2. For a review of the social science literature on informed con-
sent, see Wiles et al. (2005).
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On the issue of written consent forms, see Singer (1980),
Bradshaw (2002), and Coomber (2002).

There is now a considerable literature discussing these new
opportunities, as regards qualitative inquiry, and the ethical
issues associated with them. See, for example, Hine (2000,
2005), Buchanan (2004), Markham (2005), and Markham
& Baym (2009).

There are several other secondary reasons for this change.
One is the use of new technologies (from digital photogra-
phy and audio- and video-recording to the analysis of vir-
tual materials from the internet). This has introduced some
distinctive problems, or at least it has given old problems
a new form (Prosser, 2000; Buchanan, 2004; Wiles et al.,
2008; Markham & Baym, 2009). Another factor is data
protection legislation, in the United Kingdom and else-
where, which carries implications for how researchers store
and report data and for its deposition in archives and its
reuse. For interpretations of the implications of this leg-
islation in the United Kingdom, see Akeroyd (1988), Le
Voi (2006), and Alderson & Morrow (2011). On ethical
issues and archiving, see Corti, Day, & Backhouse (2000),
Thompson (2003), Erdos (20114, 20114), and Williams,
Dicks, Coffey, & Mason et al. (2011).

The Tuskegee case is one of several “atrocity stories”
(Dingwall, 1977) used in discussions of research ethics, par-
ticularly in justifying ethical regulation. However, it is open
to conflicting interpretations (see Shweder, 2004). Kimmel
(1996) provides an account of the development of ethics
codes in US psychology (see also Diener & Crandall, 1978,
pp. 17-22).

More recently, there has been concern over the involvement
of anthropologists in the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan
(see Fluehr-Lobban, 2008).

There is a parallel between moralism and the religious
enthusiasm that the philosopher John Locke and oth-
ers objected to in the seventeenth century as part of their
defence of political liberalism (Locke, 1975, chapter 19; see
Tucker, 1972).

There are some legitimate ways in which extrinsic values can
play a positive role in occupational activities. For instance, a
lawyer can specialize in providing legal services for the poor,
doctors can focus on those in most serious need. And there
is also some room for this kind of selectivity on the part of
qualitative researchers. Practical research can be designed to
provide information required by particular interest groups;
for instance, a charity or political organization. And,
although this sort of targeting is not possible in academic
work, where the aim is to contribute to a body of disci-
plinary knowledge designed to serve as a general resource,
academic researchers can legitimately select topics for inves-
tigation in terms of their own values.

Fish (2008) provides a typically bullish defence of the tra-
ditional role of the scholar, encapsulated in the title of his
book: Save the World on Your Own Time. Thus, he insists that
academic researchers “do not try to do anyone else’s job” and
“do not let anyone else do their job.” This echoes a similar
sentiment expressed many years ago by Polsky (1969, p. 140),
who suggested that if someone wants to engage in social
work, or for that matter police work, that is their privilege,
but that they should not do so in the name of social science.

. When a researcher takes on a participant role in the field

he or she may also have to exercise moral license distinc-
tive to that role. O’Brian (2010, p. 119) reports that she

had to perform: “the routine tasks of door security work,
including vetting customers at point of entry and managing
violent and disorderly customers inside venues. I was also
required to undertake the gender specific tasks performed
by female bouncers such as searching female bodies, moni-
toring female toilets and performing first-aid tasks.”
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Abstract

This chapter reviews some of the major overarching philosophical approaches to qualitative inquiry

and includes some historical background for each.Taking a “big picture” view, the chapter discusses
post-positivism, constructivism, critical theory, feminism, and queer theory and offers a brief history of
these approaches; considers the ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumptions on which they
rest; and details some of their distinguishing features. In the last section, attention is turned to the future,
identifying three overarching, interrelated, and contested issues with which the field is being confronted
and will be compelled to address as it moves forward: retaining the rich diversity that has defined the
field, the articulation of recognizable standards for qualitative research, and the commensurability of
differing approaches.

Key Words: Philosophical approaches, post-positivism, social constructivism, phenomenology, critical

theory, rigor

Much ink has been spilled in what have been
called the “paradigm wars,” or battles within psy-
chology and related disciples about how we know—
and who judges—what is real. Efforts to establish
the legitimacy of qualitative research have often
taken the form of vociferous arguments for the
merits of qualitative approaches, typically cast in
terms of the contrasts between these and the more
widely accepted quantitative approaches to knowl-
edge production. More recently, even as the push
toward evidence-based practice gains momentum
and predictably lists the field toward greater uni-
formity in acceptable approaches to establishing
what can be deemed credible evidence, qualitative
approaches have continued to strengthen in pres-
ence and broaden in reach. Once a seeming fledging
movement, despite its long but sometimes forgotten
history (Wertz et al., 2011), qualitative research in
psychology appears to have come of age. This matu-
rity is reflected in the wide variety of philosophical

approaches to qualitative research that have now
firmly taken root.

In this chapter, we review some of the major
overarching philosophical approaches to qualitative
inquiry and include some historical background for
each. Here, we offer a “big picture” view and leave
it to other chapters in this section (on interpretive,
critical, feminist, and indigenous approaches) to
take a more fine-grained look at some of the par-
ticular fields of thought within these. Described by
Denzin and Lincoln (2013) as “a field of inquiry in
its own right” (p. 5), qualitative research cuts across
disciplines and is represented in many areas of schol-
arship. We focus here on psychology, but recognize
the substantial work done in related fields such as
sociology, anthropology, social work, social policy,
humanities, and the health sciences, in particular
nursing. We cannot possibly do justice to the work
that has been done in this arena in this one chapter.
Entire volumes (c.f., Denzin & Lincoln, 2013) are
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devoted to introducing researchers to these issues.
We offer here what we hope is a concise and prac-
tical overview of some of the major philosophical
assumptions that undergird qualitative research and
shape its implementation today.

Once dominated by quantitative methods
anchored in positivistic and post-positivistic research
paradigms, a greater balance in the use of meth-
odological and philosophical approaches is now
being utilized in psychological research (Ponterotto,
2005; Rennie, Watson, & Monteiro, 2002). The
importance of qualitative research has long been
justified by many on the basis of Dilthey’s argument
that the distinctive natures of natural science and
human science called for different approaches: “We
explain nature, but we understand psychic life”
(1894/1977, p. 27; as cited in Wertz et al., p. 80).
Today, qualitative methods are viewed as being
particularly well-suited to addressing some of our
most pressing issues and concerns, such as the influ-
ence of culture on psychological development and
its role in psychological interventions (Ponterotto,
Casas, Suzuki, & Alexander, 2010). The rise of par-
ticipatory action research (PAR), with its emphasis
on social change and the empowerment of commu-
nity participants (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005),
has also required employing a range of qualitative
approaches (i.e., focus groups, interviews, partici-
pant observation, photo-voice, and storytelling) to
collecting data that contribute to the development
of the kind of deeper understandings of the experi-
ences of the participants needed to effect meaning-
ful change.

The diversity of qualitative approaches can be
dizzying and makes agreement about their appro-
priate use, in what forms, and according to what
standards difficult, if not impossible. It can be
challenging for “insiders” to navigate these issues,
let alone the novice researcher wading into this ter-
rain. Seemingly simple questions about sample size
and composition or the specific steps one should
take in data analysis and how to achieve reliable
findings can provoke lengthy discussion and even
heated debates, with researchers take opposing posi-
tions and rooting their justification for these in
foundational principles of qualitative research. Even
more maddening for some, such questions may sim-
ply yield a repeated singular and highly unsatisfying
response of “it depends.”

This seeming confusion can stem in part from
differences in the purpose or aims of the research
and in beliefs associated with core philosophies of
science embedded within the varying approaches,

namely ontology, epistemology, and axiology
(Creswell, 2007; Hays & Singh, 2012; Ponterotto,
2005). At its core, psychological research may be
carried out with markedly distinct purposes, such
as explaining and predicting aspects of the human
experience, increasing our understanding of the
lived experiences of different groups of people, or
critiquing and changing the current conditions
within which we live and strive to grow (Lincoln,
Lynham, & Guba, 2013). These different aims may
also be carried out using approaches to research
that rest on differing foundational assumptions
about the nature of our world (ontology) and our
knowledge about it (epistemology), as well as the
role of values in the process of knowledge produc-
tion (axiology), that are conceptualized by Hays and
Singh (2012) as falling along separate continuums
of beliefs.

Ontology is the study of the nature of reality.
Within the context of qualitative research, ontology
is discussed in terms of beliefs about the existence
of some “universal truth” and about objectivity.
At one end of the spectrum is a belief that real-
ity is objective and that there are universal truths
about reality that can be known. At the other end
is a belief that reality is subjective and contextual,
and a universal understanding of psychological
experiences cannot be obtained because they must
always be understood within the contexts within
which they are embedded (Hays & Singh, 2012).
The crux of these viewpoints is also represented in
the terms “emic” and “etic,” which are often used
in anthropology and cultural psychology. These
terms have been used to capture the distinction
between experience-near understandings of culture
and human experience, or what an insider within
a local context would recognize and resonate with,
and more experience-distant conceptualizations or
abstractions about cultural processes (e.g., Geertz,
1983). Etic can also be thought of as generaliza-
tions about human behavior that are universally
true and emic as those that are contextually situ-
ated and not generalizable, such as local customs
(Ponterotto, 2005).

Epistemology is the study of the process of
knowing or “how we know what we know” (Guba
& Lincoln, 2008; Ponterotto, 2005). It is con-
cerned with how we gain knowledge of what exists
and the relationship between the knower—in this
case the researcher—and the world. The researcher
and research participant may be considered inde-
pendent of one another. In this view, researchers
can use rigorous, systematic approaches to studying
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participants objectively or without researcher bias.
This results in much attention being paid to rigor
in research, particularly in the form of strict adher-
ence to generally accepted systematic approaches to
enhancing objectivity and reducing researcher bias.
On the other side of the continuum is an under-
standing of knowledge as being actively constructed
by the researcher and participant, who exert mutual
influence on one another. Rather than removing
or guarding against researcher bias, the dynamic
interaction between the researcher and participant
is viewed as central to capturing the inherently con-
textualized experiences of the participant. Issues of
rigor remain but take on different meanings and
forms. The goal here is not to eliminate bias—
because that would be futile—Dbut rather to enhance
the trustworthiness of the findings by including and
documenting multiple perspectives on the focus of
the inquiry. In some cases, this might mean dem-
onstrating that the researcher became immersed
enough in the participants’ experiences so as to
credibly represent and interpret them. In others,
this might involve triangulating the data sources
and/or the investigators.

Axiology is concerned with how values and
assumptions of the researcher influence the scien-
tific process, as well as what actions the researcher
takes with the research produced (Lincoln et al.,
2013). What place do the emotions, expectations,
and values of the researcher have in the research
process? Should systematic steps be taken to ensure
that the process is kept free of these so that they do
not influence the participants and the results? Or is
such a pursuit futile and the best a researcher can
do is identify, describe, or even attempt to “bracket”
(Wertz, 2011) his or her values? Much qualitative
research today rests on the assumption that research
is “radically relational” and is inevitably shaped,
and even intentionally informed, by the researcher’s
orientation, values, and personal qualities (Wertz
etal., 2011, p. 84). In research that seeks to change
the status quo with regard to the unequal distribu-
tion of power and resources, such as in PAR, the
researcher’s experience is central to the process and
may be key to achieving the intended outcomes of
the research (Ponterotto, 2005). With regard to
action, the positions range from researcher as dis-
tant observer of the study participants to researcher
as change agent who is deliberately striving to
achieve social justice through the work produced.

In some cases, the assumptions of a researcher
may align more neatly along one side of these contin-
uums. For example, a feminist researcher may hold

that there are multiple truths and that knowledge is
constructed in relationship with study participants,
with the values and assumptions of the researcher
integral to the construction of this knowledge. In
others, the assumptions may be more mixed, such
as a researcher who endorses a constructivist view of
reality but views researcher reflexivity as less central
to the research process. When these differing onto-
logical, epistemological, and axiological stances go
unacknowledged, the differences among qualitative
approaches can seem as vast as those between quan-
titative and qualitative methods. As Camic, Rhodes,
and Yardley (2003), among many, have argued, the
principle that should unify us is the need for coher-
ence between the nature of our questions and the
methodological and philosophical approach taken
to answering them.

In the next sections, we review the follow-
ing major overarching philosophical approaches
that guide and structure qualitative research:
post-positivism, constructivism, critical theory,
feminism, and queer theory. We offer a brief history
of each of the approaches; consider the ontologi-
cal, epistemological, and axiological assumptions on
which they rest; and detail some of the distinguish-
ing features while also attempting to capture some
of the diversity within them. We also touch on some
prominent applications of these approaches to qual-
itative research in psychology. We recognize that
these approaches have been grouped and defined
in varying ways and that they defy this sort of tidy
categorization. Still, we draw some lines here in an
effort to highlight distinctive ideas within each.
Also included are discussions of applications of each
of the approaches.

Philosophical Approaches
Post-Positivism

Post-positivism grew out of the positivist view of
science, and together these have dominated research
in psychology for much of the field’s history (Packer,
2011). Positivism rests on the ontological assump-
tion that some objective truth or reality exists that
is independent of our beliefs and constructions
and can be ascertained through direct observation
and experience. The efforts of science, thus, are put
toward establishing universal laws of nature and,
within psychology, universal laws of human devel-
opment and experience. The attainment of this
knowledge and our confidence in it depends on fol-
lowing systematic procedures through which claims
about truth can be verified. Hypothesis generation
and testing using valid measures of operationally
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defined variables are primary tools, and the goal is
to be able, with confidence, to generalize the knowl-
edge obtained to some larger general population.
Post-positivism introduces the idea that hypotheses
can never actually be proven beyond any doubt and
that theory should tested in order to be falsified
as well as verified. Issues of validity and reliability
are of central importance in research within this
paradigm, as are considerations of credible alterna-
tive hypotheses to explain the phenomenon being
studied.

HISTORY

Post-positivism is rooted in logical positivism,
a term coined by a group of scientists, mathemati-
cians, and philosophers in the early 1900s known
as the Vienna Circle. Building on the “positive phi-
losophy” of Auguste Comte, but also emphasizing
the importance of formal logic in scientific inves-
tigation, these thinkers determined that science
required a systematic way of organizing our direct
observations of experience and sought to induc-
tively build laws of the natural world based on the
construction of meaningful and unambiguous logi-
cal statements (Packer, 2011). Only statements of
fact that could be verified in some way or tested
empirically were considered to be meaningful in the
scientific endeavor.

Karl Popper (1934/1959) objected to the idea
that this kind of inductive construction and con-
firmation of factual, logical statements that were
purportedly free from personal and theoretical bias
could lead to certainty about the natural world.
Instead, he argued that the laws of science had to be
built through a process of falsification or testing of
hypotheses. He argued that data disproving hypoth-
eses are more definitive than those supporting them,
as in any given study there is always the risk that
the data gathered do not accurately or fully repre-
sent the real world being studied. The disconfirming
case or cases may simply have not made it into the
sample drawn for study.

FOUNDATIONAL ASSUMPTIONS

Post-positivism retains the belief in an observ-
able external reality and the existence of universal
truths but contends that a fully accurate representa-
tion of them can never be achieved with certitude
(Popper, 1934/1959). Although things exist beyond
our experience of them, it is recognized that our
knowledge of this world is socially constructed. Bias
is unavoidable. All observations are fallible because
they are inherently laden with our individual and

cultural biases. Although we can never get to the
truth with any certainty, post-positivists contend
that we should continually strive to come as close as
we possibly can. Because all measurement is biased
and introduces error, issues of reliability and valid-
ity are paramount. Great attention is paid to reduc-
ing or controlling for bias through the design of the
research and the use of clearly defined techniques
such as controls groups and multiple forms of mea-
surement or triangulation. This attempt to remove
or at least reduce bias extends to the subjectivity
of the researcher as well as to the intentions of the
research. The researcher is to remain as neutral as
possible throughout the research process and should
not engage in research in the service of advocacy for
any particular position within their field.

From a post-positivist perspective, the existence
of multiple worldviews does not extend into a belief
in complete relativism and an incommensurabil-
ity of perspectives—the belief that our differences
in experiences and culture mean that we can never
understand each other. Whereas we may never
achieve objectivity in the true sense of the word, we
can employ systematic ways of checking our biases
both individually and collectively through engaging
in the scientific enterprise within a community of
people who critically review one another’s work.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH METHODS

Research rooted in post-positivism aims to
explain psychological phenomenon by identify-
ing factors that predict particular outcomes and
the relationships between them. A priori theory
about how things are related is used to guide the
research, which then seeks to verify or falsify these
theory-based ideas. Having confidence in the find-
ings from such research rests on the rigor with
which systematic steps in the research process are
employed. Multiple levels of data analysis and tak-
ing steps to ensure validity contribute to the rigor
of the research, and the results of these studies are
typically written in the form of scientific reports
similar in structure to that used for the reporting of
quantitative studies.

APPLICATION

Grounded theory, a now widely used approach
to qualitative research, as traditionally con-
structed aligns most closely with positivistic and
post-positivistic assumptions (Bryant & Charmaz,
2010). It was first developed by Glaser and Strauss
(1967) in response to what they considered to be
an overemphasis on hypothesis testing and the
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verification of theory in sociological research. They
argued that the work of theory generation could
not be complete and that all human experience was
unlikely to be captured and accounted for by the
existing grand theories of the time. They put forth
grounded theory as a systematic approach to quali-
tative data collection and analysis to be carried out
with the explicit purpose of discovering new theory
from data or building new theory from the ground
up, rather than by logical deductions from a priori
assumptions. Although grounded theory turned the
process of scientific inquiry in the post-positivist
tradition on its head by beginning with the collec-
tion of data to use to ultimately build theory rather
than collecting data to prove or disprove existing
theory, the foundational assumptions on which tra-
ditional grounded theory rests are largely rooted in
post-positivism. That said, constructive approaches
to grounded theory have also been articulated and
widely implemented (e.g., Charmaz, 2006), and
others have argued that grounded theory techniques
can be implemented using a variety of philosophical
approaches (Birks & Mills, 2011).

Traditional grounded theory “accepts that there
is an external world that can be described, analyzed,
explained and predicted: truth, but with a small
£ (Charmaz, 2000, p. 524). Part of the intent of
grounded theory was to codify qualitative research
methods and put forth a systematic set of explicit
strategies for carrying out the research process, with
the assumption being that following a systematic set
of methods would lead to the discovery of real phe-
nomena and the development of verifiable “theo-
ries” of them (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Such work,
however, requires getting out into the field to collect
rich data on which to build these theories. Some of
the defining features of a grounded theory approach
are (a) simultaneous data collection and analysis,
(b) the development of codes from the data rather
than from theory, (c) constant comparison of data
at all levels of the data collection and analytic pro-
cess, (d) theoretical sampling to serve the purpose
of theory generation rather than representativeness
of the sample, and (e) memo writing to define and
elaborate on emerging categories and the relation-
ships among them (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss
& Corbin, 1998).

Social Constructionism

The tenets of the discipline throughout the
twentieth century tended to place social construc-
tionism at the opposite pole of experimental social
psychology (Jost & Kruglanski 2002), with the idea

being that work in social psychology should fall on
either end of the spectrum: you either do quantita-
tive experiments or you engage in qualitative stud-
ies that are undergirded by a social constructionist
paradigm. Although the two extremes have begun
to meet in the middle in recent years, it is important
to examine the role that the social constructionist
perspective has played in shaping our thinking and
work in the field of psychological research.

The notion of social construction first gained
popularity in the United States after the publication
of Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) seminal book,
The Social Construction of Reality. Relying on the
work of Schutz, Berger and Luckmann argued that
all of our understandings and knowledge are socially
constructed. The idea is that we create our own real-
ity through social interactions, relationships, and
experiences. From the ontological perspective, real-
ity is context- and socially relative, and therefore
many realities can exist simultaneously (Berger &
Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1996). If our reality is
constructed, then, too, our knowledge and mean-
ings are derived from social interactions. Individuals
hold them in their minds, but the epistemological
notion of reality and meanings are not individual
in nature but instead are constantly “negotiating
meaning” (Gergen, 1996).

This has significant implications for both how
we analyze the findings from past research in the
field as well as how we shape future research proj-
ects. As Gergen (1996) states, “research findings
don’t have any meaning until they are interpreted”
and interpretations “result from a process of negoti-
ating meaning in the community (119).” The data
do not reveal anything in or of themselves; instead,
it is the way that psychologists utilize and interpret
the data that reveals meaning. But again, it is not a
truth that is revealed, or rather it is @ #ruth, the truth
that the researcher, given his or her experiences and
knowledge, created while interacting with the social
environment. Diverse and influential work, such
as Milgram’s (1974) experiment and Burr’s (1998)
work on the social construction of gender, illustrates
the power of social interactions to frame and influ-
ence our understandings and realities.

Perhaps most importantly for our purposes,
social construction highlights the social creation of
identity. Identity creation and maintenance is work
that we are constantly engaged in as individuals; we
use Goffmanian (1955) performances and props
to test how others interpret our identities, which
then impacts how we think of our identity. This is
also true for the related notion of self-worth. In an
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interesting study examining the social construction
of identity among the homeless in Austin, Texas,
Snow and Anderson (1987) found that there can
be both a social identity (the identity that society
gives you) and a personal identity (the identity you
hold in your mind). Traditionally, these would be
thought to align, but through a social construc-
tion approach Snow and Anderson (1987) argued
that there are cases in which people cannot easily
reconcile the public and personal. This has obvious
implications for the field of social psychology and
identity research.

Social construction, as defined by Berger and
Luckmann (1966), suggests that reality is con-
stantly in flux as it is negotiated and renegotiated
through our experiences social worlds. From this
core idea, other branches of social construction,
such as symbolic interaction, phenomenology, and
ethnomethodology, have evolved. Because they all
fall under the social construction umbrella, it can
be difficult at times to determine their differences.
How does symbolic interactionism really differ
from phenomenology, for example? The following
sections lay out these three offshoots of social con-
struction and attempt to present both their histori-
cal precedence as well as their current engagement
with the discipline.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM
History

The symbolic interactionist approach was first
developed in the early 1900s by George Herbert
Mead (1913) at the University of Chicago. He was a
member of the eminent group of sociologists (loosely
termed at the time because he also taught philoso-
phy) working as part of the Chicago School in the
early to mid-1900s. The Chicago School came to
be known in particular for the development of the
symbolic interactionist approach to studying daily
life. Mead argued that society and all its component
parts—structures, interactions, and meanings—are
developed through social interactions, thus macro-
analyses can and should really be reduced to their
smaller microlevel interactions. The theory was
popular during the time of the Chicago School and
was then expanded and adapted by Herbert Blumer
in 1960s. Blumer did not like the emphasis placed
on macrolevel structures that dominated most of
the sociological research at the time and thought
that symbolic interactionism offered an alternative
theoretical framework. Blumer’s work (1969) was
resurrected as an empirical framework in the 1980s,
and its popularity has ebbed and flowed since. One

of the most renowned sociologists utilizing sym-
bolic interactionism today is Sheldon Stryker at
Indiana University.

Foundational Assumptions

Although Mead did not refer to the theory as
such, symbolic interactionism is based on the
overarching premise that all aspects of society are
socially constituted. From macrolevel power struc-
tures to microlevel daily interactions, all are cre-
ated through social interactions at various levels.
Embedded in this perspective is the notion that
meanings (about these power structures, interac-
tions, etc.) are derived from social interactions. For
both Mead and Blumer, the unit of analysis is the
individual, not society or institutions. They were
both reacting against the notion that social struc-
tures (i.e., socioeconomic stats) explain outcomes.
Structures, according to symbolic interactionists,
are just groups of people repeatedly engaged in
interaction.

Our social interactions lead us to develop “shared
meanings” (Sandstrom, Martin, & Fine, 2006);
through our interactions with others, we take on
common definitions of emotions, experiences, and
ways of acting. Thus, for example, gender norms
may be taught, both consciously and unconsciously
from early childhood; in this way, a female under-
stands what it “means” to be a woman in her society
without ever being explicitly told. A girl does not
learn this in a bubble; rather, it is through her social
interactions with others that she comes to under-
stand what constitutes appropriate behavior, dress,
appearance, and the like. She learns this through her
experiences and the responses she gets from others.

Symbolic interactionism “stresses that people cre-
ate, negotiate, and change social meanings through
the process of interaction” (Sandstrom et al., 2006,
p. 1). The key point here, for Blumer and others, is
that meanings are constantly evolving. So, to follow
the example just mentioned, our understanding of
gender is not a fixed fact (because it might be differ-
ent in different regions, religions, and time periods)
but the result of previously experienced gendered
interactions in our past. We take our previous inter-
actions with us and apply them to the next inter-
action. Interactions, even with people we have just
met, are not completely insulated events. Rather,
each person brings to the interaction all of his or
her previous interactions and meanings. Thus, a
man and a woman in conversation will bring to this
exchange all of their previously held ideas about
femininity and masculinity, which they will use as
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a guide for navigating this new interaction. And of
ultimate importance is Goffmans (1959) notion
of the feedback loop; you act based on your prior
understandings, receive feedback from your new
partner, and then take this new feedback with you
into your future interactions. As this process con-
tinues, you may alter your meanings, and poten-
tially your behavior, over time. It is a process, not
a set plan.

Because behavior and meaning are social con-
stituted, so, too, is the self. Most symbolic inter-
actionists would argue that there is no core/true
individual identity. Rather, we engage in identity
work in which take on different identities to man-
age the diversity of our social interactions. So, for
example, in the classroom setting, one takes on the
role of either professor or student. Out of this con-
text, we may take on an entirely different identity,
such as mother. None of these identities represents
our “true self,” but rather they are all appropriate
context-specific roles. We base these roles on what
Goffman (1959) called “the generalized other” or
the group/people we interact with. So, we base
our mothering role on our interactions with our
children, our experiences with our own parents,
friends, and media/cultural influences. As the “gen-
eralized other” changes, so do our identities. As a
result of the primacy of social interactions, Mead’s
original theory is a very fluid one. Meanings are
iterative because they are informed by our ongoing
interactions.

Implications for Research Methods

The legacy of symbolic interactionism for
research in psychology is an important one. First,
the notion that all behaviors, from internal thoughts
to outward interactions, are socially constituted
has an impact on the psychological discourse. For
researchers, this means that the participant cannot
be looked at simply as an individual but rather as
an individual in the social context. Thus, a person’s
thoughts and judgments are not solely the prod-
uct of his or her own mind, but rather of his or
her understandings based on social interactions
(Sandstrom et al., 2006). And, additionally, one
of the byproducts of social interaction is feedback
about ourselves; we internalize others’ perceptions
of us, which can in turn influence our self-concept
(Cook & Douglas 1998). This has significant impli-
cations for any researchers studying mental health
because it means that the mind is no longer a solely
internal, individual unit of analysis. Our thoughts,
ideas, hopes, and fears are all rooted in the social

world and therefore have both social causes and
consequences. Therefore, the “social act” should be
the unit of analysis (Sandstrom et al., 20006).

Symbolic interactionists also highlight individ-
ual agency to form and change the world around us.
Individuals “designate meanings, define situations
and plan lines of action. In so doing, they actively
construct the reality of their environment and exer-
cise a measure of control over it” (Sandstrom et al.,
2006, p. 6). We do this through the process of inter-
acting, reflecting on, and evaluating interactions,
and acting. This process is dynamic and, at least to
some degree, controlled by the individual. There
is no right or set meaning or type of interaction.
Instead, we each create our own realities based on
our understandings and meanings. Thus, it is still
possible for two people to react to the same interac-
tion very differently because each will bring his or
her own history of social interactions and meanings
to this experience.

Rooting the theory in individual meanings
and experiences has implications for the types of
rescarch methods symbolic interactionists will
utilize. The most commonly utilized approaches
are ethnography, grounded theory, and narrative
analysis because these methods allow the themes
to emerge from the data, thereby preserving the
individual experiences and realities. These methods
more readily address the question of how people
make meaning out of experiences in their lives and
do not allow the researcher’s assumptions and own
set of meanings to dictate the findings that emerge
from the data.

Application

The border between social psychology and soci-
ology is often blurred by researchers in both disci-
plines’ use of symbolic interactionism. In particular,
Stryker (1987) argued that the movement in psy-
chology away from behaviorism and toward a value
placed on subjective experience is the result of the
use of symbolic interactionism as a lens through
which to examine psychological research. Thus, it
is fair to say that the scope of symbolic interaction-
ism’s influence is far reaching within the field. One
interesting study that took a symbolic interactionist
approach is Ponticelli’s (1999) study of former lesbi-
ans who, due to religious involvement in an minis-
try that does not acknowledge homosexuality, must
reframe their sexual identities to align with their
newly acquired religious beliefs. Ponticelli’s research
method involved eight months of participant obser-
vations, interviews, and material analysis, and her
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goal was to understand the ways that the ex-lesbians
in her study construct a narrative of their sexual-
ity. Symbolic interactionism lends itself well to this
kind of study because it brings participants’ own
understandings and narratives to the study rather
than the researcher’s personal assessment of the par-
ticipants’ stories. Additionally, Ponticelli’s study also
incorporates a symbolic interactionist approach in
its attempt to focus on the ways that meaning is cre-
ated and adjusted over time.

PHENOMENOLOGY
History

Phenomenology was first established by Edmund
Husserl in the early 1900s. It has subsequently been
used as an approach within psychology as well as
in other disciplines in the social sciences. Husserls
original goal was to find a way to conduct objective
scientific analysis of subjective topics, such as emo-
tion. Phenomenology, along with the ideologically
similar symbolic interactionism, has been an impor-
tant philosophical approach underpinning much of
psychological research. In particular, phenomenol-
ogy has influenced the Duquesne School as well as
the experimental approaches utilized in psychologi-
cal research. In spite of the influence of phenom-
enology within the field of psychology, over time, its
theoretical premise has been challenged by some of
the field’s giants: James, Skinner, and Watson have
at various times all challenged phenomenology and
advocated a more scientific approach to the disci-
pline of psychology. The debate continues today,
and many researchers still question what constitutes
phenomenological research as well as its merits as a
philosophical framework.

Foundational Assumptions

Phenomenology is rooted in the notion that all
of our knowledge and understanding of the world
comes from our experiences (Hein & Austin,
2001). At their core, there are significant similarities
between phenomenology and symbolic interaction-
ism in that both focus on the ways our engage-
ment with society affects our worldviews. However,
whereas symbolic interactionism focuses on the
ways that social interactions affect our meaning,
phenomenology takes the broader aim of studying
experiences (phenomena). Bu, like symbolic inter-
actionism, the focus is not on the events themselves,
but rather on the ways in which we experience
things and the meanings these experiences create
for us. As Kockelmans (1973) writes, it is “bring-
ing to light the usually hidden meanings which

motivate the concrete modes of man’s orientation
toward the world” (p. 274). As such, those who uti-
lize the phenomenological approach seek to make
explicit the “taken-for-grantedness” assumptions
that guide our experiences (Hein & Austin, 2001,
p- 6). In essence, there is no objective reality, but
rather it is our experiences and our perceptions of
these experiences (i.e., our lived experiences) that
are our reality. Given that the meanings we create
from our experiences are largely based on the social
context (Smith, 2011), there is a clear link to sym-
bolic interactionism.

Additionally, phenomenologists believe that
behavior is a reflection of our previous experiences;
we act in response to our temporal and spatial mem-
ories of past experiences or, as Keen (1975) writes,
“behavior is an expression of being in the world”
(p. 27). Thinking about behavior as a product of
our past experiences forces us to consider action and
individual agency as embedded in a broader social
context. Related to this question of behavior is the
notion of intentionality; namely, the idea that every
experience is in response to or connected to some past
experience. Thus, attempting to examine the experi-
ence as “in the moment” is, from a phenomenologi-
cal perspective, missing the unique understandings
the individual brought to the current experience.

Implications for Research Methods

As a research method, phenomenology involves
studying how we make sense of our experiences or
“participant perspectives” (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998,
p- 26). Therefore, as researchers, we cannot assume
that we know what meanings people make of cer-
tain events. For example, even though we may think
the standard response is to be sad after the death of
a parent, we cannot presume that a participant in
our study feels this or any other emotion. The job
of the researcher is to uncover what it is people take
for granted (i.e., what they might not even think
to tell us in an interview and what we might not
think to ask because we assume they think like we
do). To do this, the researcher must first come to
understand the assumptions and biases he or she
brings to the research. Underlying phenomeno-
logical research is the notion of bracketing assump-
tions, which is the idea that, before we can conduct
any analysis of our data, we must first explore our
own biases or the “taken-for-grantedness” (Hein &
Austin, 2001, p. 6) that make up our unique per-
spectives. Of course, there is no way we, as research-
ers, can operate outside of our assumptions and
experiences. However, the self-reflection for which
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phenomenologists advocate does at least charge the
researcher with keeping these biases in mind when
conducting analysis.

Approaching a research question with the
assumption that experience forms the basis for
behavior and understanding fundamentally lends
itself to certain research methods. In particular, uti-
lizing methods that emphasize gathering data on
lived experience from the participant’s perspective
is essential. To that end, methods such as ethno-
methodology, ethnography, and narrative analysis
are particularly relevant for researchers utilizing the
phenomenological approach because all of these
methods focus on uncovering the meanings indi-
viduals give to their experiences.

Application

A great deal of the research in psychotherapy is
rooted in the phenomenological approach because
many scholars in this field see as their goal “dis-
covering psychological meanings by identifying
the essential psychological structure of an inter-
viewee’s description of an experience” (Camic
et al., 2003, p. 8). A concrete example of this
comes from Carl Rogers’s client-centered therapy
(1951). Rogers found that many of his patients
struggled not with what actually happened—that
is, the “in the moment” reality—but with their
perceptions and feelings about what happened. As
a result, therapy must be targeted to address the
individual’s set of perceptions and understand-
ings. To follow up with the example of a person
dealing with the death of a parent, a therapist can-
not follow a preset protocol for helping the cli-
ent because each patient’s experiences and feelings
about death will be different.

From the perspective of social psychology, the
phenomenological approach has implications
for how we conduct and think about research on
identity. In its most general sense, phenomenol-
ogy de-emphasizes the self as a unique individual,
which has implications for the types of research
questions we ask, as well as for the methods we uti-
lize. A phenomenological study of identity allows
for open-ended questions that allow participants to
present, through the construction of a narrative for
example, what identity means to them and how it
functions in their lives. This is especially relevant for
factors such as gender, race and ethnicity, and socio-
economic status, which, depending on our con-
text, can constrain or enhance our experiences and
interactions. One example of this type of work is
Friedman, Friedlander, and Blustein’s (2005) study

that used a phenomenological approach to develop
an understanding of how Jews construct their col-
lective religious and ethnic identity as a highly
assimilated but still distinct population within the
United States.

A well-defined method with some roots in phe-
nomenology (among other approaches) is con-
sensual qualitative research (CQR; Hill, Knox,
Thompson, Williams, Hess, & Ladany, 2005; Hill,
Thompson, & Williams, 1997). It is a method for
interview research that has been used in numerous
studies in psychology, especially within counseling
psychology. Consensual qualitative research is actu-
ally constructivist in ontology, in that it assumes
multiple realities, and in epistemology because the
researcher experience matters and informs inter-
view question development. However, it also has
post-positivistic leanings, with its emphasis on con-
sensus among a team of researchers in the construc-
tion of findings, close adherence to a systematic
approach, and interest in generalization and (Hill
et al., 2005).

In CQR, consistent data are collected across
participants through semistructured interviews and
then analyzed by multiple “judges” who must come
to a consensus about the meaning of the data. At
least one “auditor” also checks the “primary team
of judges” to work against the potential for group-
think. Data analysis is carried out in three steps.
First, participant responses to the open-ended inter-
view questions are divided into domains or topic
areas. Then, core ideas, which are abstracts or brief
“summaries of the data that capture the essence of
what was said in fewer words and with greater clar-
ity” are constructed within each domain for each
individual case (Hill et al., 2005, p. 200). Finally,
cross-case analysis is carried out by developing cat-
egories that describe the common themes reflected
in the core ideas within domains across cases.

Consensus is at the core of the CQR method,
with the assumption being that consideration
of multiple perspectives brings us closer in our
approximation of the “truth” and reduces the
influence of researcher bias (Hill, Thompson, &
Williams, 1997). Using teams of three to five ana-
lysts, coders first look at the data independently
and then come together to discuss their ideas
until consensus about the single best representa-
tion of the data is reached. The goal here is not
what is typically thought of as interrater reli-
ability, wherein preagreement about how to code
data is established and then carried out with the
goal of achieving the highest levels of accuracy in
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agreement in coding. Rather, it is expected, and
even hoped, that team members will begin with
different ideas about the data so that the final
product reflects and integrates multiple perspec-
tives and is less fraught with individual bias. The
potential for groupthink is minimized through the
use of one or two additional team members who
serve as auditors to review and check the primary
team’s interpretations and judgments. The audi-
tors review the work of the primary team once the
core ideas for each domain have been established
consensually and then again when the cross-case
categories have been determined. At each of these
stages, the auditors review the raw material and
provide comments back to the primary team who
must then carefully consider each comment and
determine through discussion whether to accept
or reject each one.

Critical Theory

Ciritical theory as an approach represents a key
postmodern paradigm and offers alternatives to
the postmodernist and constructivist lenses. In
the context of research, the application of critical
theory emphasizes the ways by which the values of
the researcher and those studied impact the social
world. This point of view contributes to a larger
shift in research over the past several decades (Kidd
& Kral, 2005), one that privileges meaning and
requires a rethinking of knowledge (Goodman &
Fisher, 1995).

HISTORY

Critical theory has had many distinct historical
phases that cross several generations. The birth of this
paradigm is considered to have taken place through
the Institute for Social Research at the University
of Frankfurt am Main during 1929-1930. During
this time, the arrival of the “Frankfurt School”
philosophers and social theorists (Creswell, 2007),
including Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and
Herbert Marcuse, marked an idealistic, utopian
vision that stretched beyond the more customary
“positivist” tradition of the time. This emergence
offered criticism to the status, structure, and goal of
the traditional social sciences (Adorno et al., 1969).
The German philosophers and social theorists of
the Frankfurt School were influenced by the barba-
rism of World War I and what was perceived as the
inhumanity of post-war capitalism so widespread in
Europe at the time. During World War II, several
key contributors to the School moved to the United
States in an effort to escape the war. Once in the

United States, these thinkers were struck by the gulf
between the stated progressive agenda within the
United States and the very real differences between
races and social classes present, in large part due to
discrimination (Ponterotto, 2005).

According to these theorists, “critical” theory
may be distinguished from “traditional” theories to
the extent that it seeks human emancipation and a
disruption of the status quo. Ontologically, critical
theory challenges the idea that reality is natural and
objective because reality is shaped by social, politi-
cal, cultural, economic, ethnic, and gender-based
forces into social structures. Instead, critical theo-
rists assume that reality can only come to be known
through a subjective frame and as shaped by values
and mediated by power relations that are socially
and historically constituted.

More recently, Jurgen Habermass (1988; 1990)
work on communicative reason and linguistic inter-
subjectivity has represented iconic work in critical
theory in the more modern era. Habermas’s work
has enabled strategies of community building and
social movements based on his work in communi-
cation. This work has not taken place without scru-
tiny, however. Theorists such as Nikolas Kompridis
have opposed some of Habermas’s ideas (Kompridis,
2006), claiming that these recent approaches have
undermined the original aims of social change
espoused by critical theory, particularly in terms of
the critique of modern capitalism.

FOUNDATIONAL ASSUMPTIONS

According to Horkheimer, a critical theory is
adequate only if it is explanatory, practical, and
normative (1972). In other words, it has to address
what is wrong with current social reality, identify
the actors to change it, provide clear norms for criti-
cism, and identify practical goals for social trans-
formation. The orientation of this theory is toward
transformation, traditionally of capitalism into a
“real democracy”.

Foundation ideals are based on a fundamental
struggle for equality and social justice. Knowledge
is used to emancipate the oppressed, and “validity
is found when research creates action” (Lincoln,
Lynham, & Guba, 2011, p. 114). Given this defi-
nition, a number of “critical theories” have been
developed to demonstrate differences in power in
the areas of gender, race and ethnicity, class, sexual
orientation, and disabilities, many of which have
emerged in connection with the social movements
associated with these areas, particularly in the
United States. In short, a critical theory provides the
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basis and groundwork for research aimed at decreas-
ing domination and increasing freedom.

Critical theory by and large rejects the assump-
tion that a scientific or objective basis of criticism
needs to be grounded in a grand theory. Rather,
epistemologically, critical theory privileges agents’
own knowledge and understandings, with an
assumption that these understandings can be a basis
for social criticism in themselves. In other words,
theories can have “a relative legitimacy” (Habermas,
1988, p. 3). Habermas also argues that, relative to
other existing theories, the role of critical theory is
to unify these multiple theories, considering their
varied methods and presuppositions (Habermas,
1988). Given this role, it stands to reason that any
social scientific method or explanation-producing
theory can be potentially critical.

Similarly, in critical theory, the relationship
between researcher and participant is transactional,
subjective, and dialectic. In other words, what can
be known is inextricably tied to the interaction
between an investigator and an object or group.
Insofar as one can separate oneself from marginal-
ized groups in an effort to remain “objective,” one
removes oneself from ones “share” of the social
condition studied, likely perpetuating the inequali-
ties that contribute to the adverse social conditions
often of interest to social scientists.

Researchers who employ critical theory take
values a step further than constructivists do in that
they hope and expect their value biases to influence
the research process and outcome. More specifically,
because critical theory concerns itself with unequal
distributions of power and the resultant oppression
of subjugated groups, a preset goal of the research is
to empower participants to transform the status quo
and emancipate themselves from ongoing oppres-
sion. Thus, critical theorist researchers acknowledge
at the outset that they expect results to document
the high levels of stress or disadvantage of the group
under study. Beyond this, such researchers aim to
use the results and report of the study in some way to
advocate for improvement of the examined group.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH METHODS
Critical theorists, given their stance on the
importance of researcher—participant interac-
tion and the significance of understanding values
as influencing the reality under study, more often
use naturalistic designs in which the researcher is
engaged in the daily life of participants. Critical
theoretical approaches tend to rely on dialogic
methods, which may combine data collection

methods (e.g., participant observation, in-depth
interviewing, first-person written reports) with
opportunity for reflection. This approach inten-
tionally invites a questioning of the “natural” status
quo and order and an exploration of the tensions
that characterize the social issue under exploration.
Inherently challenging, this approach values trans-
parency and welcomes opportunities for alternative
paradigms to be considered as part of the learning
process itself.

Methodologically, contexts are not merely con-
ceptualized as “variables,” but as essential parts of
subjectivity according to critical theory. In terms
of the field of psychology, this approach invites
us to consider the role of research in terms of how
liberation might take shape across the lifespan.
Qualitative approaches in which a researcher’s social
justice values help direct inquiry, such as PAR (Kidd
& Kral, 2005), provide ample example of critical
theory at work in the research context.

APPLICATION IN THE FIELD

Participatory action research is a form of action
research anchored in the belief that the research pro-
cess itself serves as a mechanism for social change.
Participatory action research is an approach focused
on critical theory because, at its core, PAR is geared
toward empowerment of participants that leads to
emancipation from oppression and enhanced qual-
ity of life. In laypersons’ terms, “you get people
affected by a problem together, figure out what is
going on as a group, and then do something about
it” (Kidd & Kral, 2005, p. 187).

According to Kemmis and McTaggart (2005),
PAR often involves a cycle of self-reflection and
action in addressing a community problem.
Participants and researchers establish a collaborative
relationship as they ask critical questions about the
current life situation. This dialogue moves the group
to action as they develop knowledge and further
explore the problem and how it can be addressed.
In this way, collaborators using PAR begin to set a
stage of social action to instigate change.

The process of change emerges and shifts as part
of the self-reflective cycles, but typically is not pre-
determined by a clear series of procedural and ana-
lytic steps. Instead, during the reflective and action
spiral, PAR investigators rely on a wide variety of
methods and procedures as they gradually better
understand the needs of the community. As such,
many studies that use PAR take on varied methods
such as storytelling, sharing experiences, individual
and focus group interviews, participant observation,
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drawings, and even the more structured qualitative
interview or quantitative survey as the need merits.

When engaged in a PAR process, study partici-
pants are expected to participate fully. However,
the creation of such participatory contexts is very
challenging and time-consuming, and is not the
norm (Kidd & Kral, 2005). Disempowered groups
are seldom given the opportunity and at times are
discouraged from this type of action. Further com-
pounding this problem is the tendency for estab-
lished forums (e.g., academia) to claim exclusive
ownership of methods of knowledge gathering and
avenues for change. All of these challenges further
lend the process of PAR to be informed by criti-
cal theory. As a specific example, Dentith, Measor,
and O’Malley (2012) outline the practice of using
critical theory across three separate research projects
involving young people facing various life difficul-
ties and vulnerabilities. In so doing, they highlight
the dilemmas they face in doing so within the con-
text of more traditional, positivist approaches fre-
quently favored in academic research settings.

Participatory action research is somewhat new to
the field of psychology and has not historically been
utilized frequently in this field. This is likely at least
in part due to the axiology of PAR as a critical theory
method that advocates a value-directed (rather than
value-neutral post-positivism or value-bracketed
constructivism) stance. Traditionally trained psy-
chologists may be made initially uncomfortable by
research that is value mediated because psychologi-
cal training often conceives of research as objective,
in which participants are studied without changing
them or the researchers.

Feminist Theories

Feminist theories are used to frame and under-
stand research approaches across a range of dis-
ciplines and social problems. They developed in
part in response to prevailing ideas that more
traditional scientific inquiry tended to exclude
women from inquiry and deny women epistemic
authority (Anderson, 1995). They are often asso-
ciated with critical theory, although they have
been considered by some to be separate (Crotty,
1998), yet closely related, within the epistemo-
logical continuum.

HISTORY

Informed by the political ideologies of the 1970s
womens movement, feminist scholars sought to
reinterpret and modify concepts within the phi-
losophy of science to create feminist approaches to

research. Originally fueled by activism, feminism as
an academic focus has developed significantly from
the 1980s until the present. According to feminist
paradigms, the traditional philosophy of science has
tended to produce theories that represent women
(or their activities and interests) as inferior to their
male counterparts. Further, “feminine” cognitive
styles and modes of knowledge have been denigrated
by traditional inquiry (Anderson, 1995), producing
knowledge that is not relevant to people in subordi-
nate positions and/or that reinforces unequal power
dynamics, particularly as it relates to gender.

FOUNDATIONAL ASSUMPTIONS

Feminist theories “place gender at the center of
inquiry,” and yet “increasingly incorporate mul-
tiple. .. intersectionalities of identity,” including
sexuality, race, religion, and social class (Marshall &
Rossman, 2010, p. 27). Similar to critical theory,
the larger aim of feminist theories is to turn thought
into action (Marshall & Rossman, 2010), in this
case by focusing on the issues faced by women and
other often marginalized groups.

Epistemologically, feminist theories focus on the
accounts of women (and other historically marginal-
ized groups) as legitimate and core sources of knowl-
edge. Of note, feminist theories are not distinguished
so much by their substantive topic (e.g., women’s
issues, gender, reproductive rights, etc.) or by the gen-
der of the researcher (i.e., male or female) but rather
by their orientation and guiding philosophy on epis-
temology and research creation (e.g., methodology).

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH METHODS

Over the past two decades, feminist scholars
have developed alternative epistemologies to guide
the process of doing research. Feminist method-
ologies attempt to eradicate sexist bias in research
while capturing women’s voices, particularly those
consistent with feminist ideals. Epistemologically,
feminist theories privilege women’s experiences
as not only legitimate, but also as important and
revealing bases of knowledge. Work guided by
feminist theories often aims to employ qualita-
tive methodologies toward the exploration of
power imbalances, starting with that between the
researcher and researched (Marshall & Rossman,
2010), so as to engender trust and collect accurate
data. Research informed by feminist theory, like
critical theory more broadly, also challenges aca-
demia traditionally due to its value of application
of research to lived experiences (Smart, 2009),
particularly among those who are oppressed.
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Thus, feminist theories mirror the core values of
critical theory in emphasizing the mutual learn-
ing between the researcher and the researched, an
exchange that is critical to the emancipation of
disenfranchised or overlooked groups.

Feminist research has emphasized the impor-
tance of exploring the day-to-day experiences
of marginalized groups, particularly women.
Qualitative approaches are particularly well-suited
to capturing the “messiness” of these daily experi-
ences because these methods can account for emo-
tions, as well as for other less tangible aspects of
experience, in data collection. Often, feminist
theories invite more traditional forms of qualitative
data collection (e.g., interviewing, focus groups,
ethnography) to be adapted to be more consistent
with feminist ideology.

APPLICATION

As referenced earlier, a feminist approach to
research can be employed across the social as well
as physical sciences and beyond. For the most part,
researchers employing this approach attempt to
eradicate sexist bias in research while seeking to cap-
ture women’s voices, particularly as they apply to the
day-to-day experiences of everyday life. This angle
lends itself well to studies such as those examining
the experiences of domestic workers and domestic
violence. Core to the use of feminist theory is the
understanding that ways of knowing, or epistemol-
ogies, are constantly evolving as knowledge grows
and as the “knowers” expand in scope. Thus, bodies
of research, as they make use of a feminist lens, may
find that the social problem under study increases
the complexity of the problem under study. This is
characteristic of feminist methodologies. However,
such an approach is also characterized by reducing
the hierarchical relationship between researchers
and their participants to facilitate trust and disclo-
sure and recognizing and reflecting on the emotion-
ality of women’s lives.

Queer Theory
HISTORY

With the rise of the gay liberation movement in
the post-Stonewall era, gay and lesbian perspectives
began to contribute to politics, philosophy, and
social theory. Initially, these were often connected
to feminist ideology. However, in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, queer theory was developed as its own
framework. The term “queer,” as opposed to “gay
and lesbian,” also distinguished the theory from
those that preceded it, specifically gay liberation

theories. Similar to feminist theories, queer theory
was accompanied by social movements, and its
emergence evolved in part as a reaction to the mar-
ginalization of the LBGTQ community and the
ways by which “science” had historically been used
against them (Minton, 1997).

Queer theory found a more natural home in
qualitative research because this form had histori-
cally been less focused on objective reality and more
on subjective experiences (Downing & Gillett,
2011). However, its emergence has occurred within
an ongoing evolution in terms of how we consider
sexuality and marginalization in research and in
society at large. In the early 1900s, the scientific
examination of those who were in same-sex rela-
tionships was perpetually challenged by the stigma
and silence faced by this group. In short, this pop-
ulation was hard to identify and find, much less
research. The second half of the twentieth century,
however, shifted this as lesbian and gay studies
expanded exponentially (Gamson, 2000), focusing
explicitly on the lives of those who identify as gay
or lesbian. Queer theory, a more recent arrival on
the scene, has introduced a post-structuralist cri-
tique by suggesting that the self cannot and should
not be identified by sexuality or sexual orienta-
tion by itself, thereby challenging the importance
of studying sexuality as a “subject” of inquiry.
Although the tension proposed by these shifts is
often applauded within the qualitative research
world (e.g., Gamson, 2000), it is this context in
which queer theory has emerged.

FOUNDATIONAL ASSUMPTIONS

Queer theory was separate from gay liberation
theories in several ways. First, queer theory defined
itself as not specific only to sexuality. Instead, queer
theory does not refer to a nature, be it sexual or oth-
erwise, but rather as a relational construct. “Queer”
refers specifically to being “outside the norm”; this
norm can vary relative to context. In other words,
“Queer is. . . whatever is at odds with the normal, the
legitimate, the dominant. Zhere is nothing in par-
ticular to which it necessarily refers. It is an identity
without an essence” (Halperin, 1995, p. 62; empha-
sis in the original).

Because queer theory does not suggest a specific
nature or essence, it therefore is inclusive of those
who may express themselves outside azy norm,
including that of the gay and lesbian community. In
other words, sadomasochism, perhaps marginalized
by some constructs, is not so according to queer
theory. Additionally, this lack of focus on a specific
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essence allows gays and lesbians to identify by their
sexuality or by any other aspect of their identity,
thereby placing the focus on personal meaning, as
opposed to societally ascribed labels.

IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCH METHODS

A central claim of queer theorists, which is
that identity is understood exclusively as a social
construct (rather than given by nature), signifi-
cantly affects how research is carried out within
this approach. Most immediately, it implies that
research needs to be evaluated for biases that privi-
lege heterosexuality (Butler, 1990; 1993), however
subtle. Based on the concern that queer theory
places on false dichotomies (e.g., “closeted” and
“out,” etc.), this theory also is critical of other
dichotomies implied in research, particularly as it
relates to assumptions regarding what is natural or
artificial and what is masculine versus feminine.
Instead, queer theory emphasizes the importance of
understanding categories more fluidly, an approach
that lends itself more toward qualitative methods,
which seek to explore social phenomena with an eye
toward complexity rather than standardization.

APPLICATION

Queer theory has been applied to multiple social
problems and developmental issues. However,
it is most often applied to questions concerning
empowerment, resistance to domination (e.g., het-
erosexism, homophobia), gender identity and mar-
ginalization due to gender, sexual orientation, or
sexual behavior. Because queer theory is concerned
with the nonessential nature of sexual identity, this
theory pushes the field to consider identity from
multiple perspectives, and invites cultural as well as
race-related inquiry.

Conclusion and Future Directions

It is impossible to fully represent the richness
of any one of these philosophical approaches in a
chapter such as this one. We have instead tried to
convey a sense of the breadth of the field and to
illuminate at least some of the meaningful distinc-
tions in the major approaches to qualitative research
in psychology today. In this last section, we turn our
attention to the future and identify three overarch-
ing, interrelated, and contested issues with which
the field is being confronted and will be compelled
to address as we move forward: retaining the rich
diversity that has defined the field, the articulation
of recognizable standards for qualitative research,
and the commensurability of differing approaches.

The contested nature of these issues stems in part
from the very diversity of philosophical approaches
that has defined the field. Here, again, we cannot
possibly represent the considerable thought behind
and debate around each of these matters. Rather, we
simply raise and mark them at this time.

The diversity of approaches represented in the field
of qualitative research today speaks to the strength
of the movement and bodes well for our efforts to
both advance and deepen our understanding of the
psychological world. As Ann Hartman (1990) wrote
many years ago, ‘each way of knowing deepens our
understanding and adds another dimension to our
view of the world” (p. 3). Just as no single research
design or data collection method can adequately
capture the multidimensional nature of human psy-
chology, no one philosophical approach can suitably
guide our efforts to address the full range of questions
that need to be pursued to develop the knowledge
needed “to benefit society and improve people’s lives”
(American Psychological Association, 2013).

However, this diversity in approaches to quali-
tative research also creates significant tensions and
makes attempts to “define” the field quite challeng-
ing. Despite the substantial work done by many
scholars (c.f. Denzin & Lincoln, 2013) to delineate
these contrasting perspectives and approaches, a
lack of awareness remains, especially (but not exclu-
sively) among those not well-versed in qualitative
methods. The predictable misunderstandings and
strong differences in beliefs about what is “credible”
research that can result continue to plague those of
us who practice qualitative research as we strive to
get our work funded and published more widely.
Peer reviews of our work can often be riddled with
contradictory assessments of its rigor and even of
its basic value or contribution. (c.f. Ceglowski,
Bacigalupa, & Peck, 2011).

Continued efforts to make clear the diversity of
approaches, the philosophical assumptions guiding
these, and the particular contributions the differing
approaches make to our understanding of psychol-
ogy are critical. We must be cautious about making
general claims about rigor and the “right” way to do
qualitative research that are actually framed within
our own narrower terms or experience with certain
approaches. Keeping the richness of the field alive
will require discipline on all of our parts to respond
to questions about how best to go about engaging
in high quality qualitative research or evaluating the
quality of the work of others by first acknowledging
“it depends” and then inquiring about the philo-
sophical approach, aims, and context of the work.
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One of the biggest challenges before us is the
continued articulation of recognizable standards for
qualitative research that represent, and which ideally
can be applied to, the full range of approaches. The
very differences in purpose and aims and in philo-
sophical approaches that comprise the rich field of
qualitative research today makes such efforts seem
impossible. However, ignoring this task in the era
of what has been called the scientifically based
research movement (National Research Council,
2002; Torrance, 2008), defined largely in terms of
experimental design and methods and with random-
ized controlled trials heralded as the “gold standard,”
leaves the array of approaches that do not readily fit
this mold highly vulnerable. But what is the best way
to address these complex and high-stakes issues?

Researchers taking a more post-positivistic
approach have argued that there are separate but
parallel sets of standards for validity and reliabil-
ity in qualitative and quantitative research (e.g.,
Hammersley, 1992; Kuzel & Engel, 2001). Some
constructivists have put forth that a common set
of standards can be established but because the
foundational philosophical approaches between
post-positivism and constructivism are so differ-
ent, a separate and distinct set of criteria need to be
applied. Models using concepts such as trustwor-
thiness, transferability, and authenticity have been
developed (e.g., Guba & Lincoln, 1989), and it
is estimated that more than 100 quality appraisal
forms have been put forth (Saini & Shlonsky,
2012). Unfortunately, most do not make clear the
philosophical assumptions that undergird them
(Saini & Shlonsky, 2012), which unfortunately fur-
ther muddies the water. Moreover, other adherents
to constructivist approaches hold that the contex-
tual and relational nature of knowledge construc-
tion precludes the possibility of establishing such
standards (e.g., Lincoln, 1995; Schwandt, 1996).
Finally, many working from within critical theory
and related approaches suggest that such standards
are inevitably formed by the power structures in
which they are housed, thereby potentially further
perpetuating the inequalities the research aims
to address or study (e.g., Garrett & Hodkinson,
1998). Furthermore, they assert that the quality of
the research should be based on an assessment of
whether it empowered participants to effect mean-
ingful and lasting changes (Correa, 2013).

Some have tried to resolve these tensions by
suggesting guidelines they believe account for and
are applicable across the diversity of approaches
to qualitative research (e.g., Drisko, 1997; Saini

& Shlonsky, 2012; Tracy, 2010). These guidelines
focus on the different components of the research
process, such as clear identification of philosophi-
cal approach and aims of the research, specification
of methods and congruence between these and the
stated philosophical approach and aims, and trans-
parency and clarity in sampling, data collection,
and data analytic procedures. Although the impera-
tive to tackle these issues is clear, the way forward to
doing this is less so. Should we push further toward
agreeing on a shared set of standards that can be
applied across traditions, or invest in more localized
ones tailored specifically to particular approaches
(e.g., narrative analysis) and developed by schol-
ars practicing these (Preissle, 2013), or both? How
might the myriad elements of research, including
the many gatekeeping activities in the research and
scholarship enterprise from funding through pub-
lication of research findings, address and accom-
modate these standards in their expectations and
processes? What is clear is that the diversity of
approaches to qualitative research must be fully rep-
resented in any efforts to further define and move
the field forward on this front.

Embracing and fully representing the diversity
of approaches and coming to terms with standards
for them stills leaves unaddressed a third concern
for the field moving forward, namely what has been
referred to as the commensurability of approaches.
That is, whether approaches rooted in the differ-
ing philosophical approaches can be “retrofitted to
each other in ways that make the simultaneously
practice of both possible” (Lincoln et al., 2013,
p. 238). Some, such as critical and feminist theo-
rists, have argued that epistemological differences
between methods can render research paradigms
incompatible (Lincoln et al., 2013). Others have
dismissed assertions about irreconcilable differences
between philosophical approaches and research par-
adigms and argue for what they call a “pragmatic”
approach, particularly in the service of carrying
out mixed-methods research (e.g., Creswell, 2009;
Creswell & Clark, 2007; Maxcy, 2003). Lincoln,
Lynham, and Guba (2013) take a middle position
and offer a “cautious” endorsement of the com-
mensurability of approaches. They assert that some
approaches share some elements that are similar or
strongly related and therefore can be effectively and
meaningfully combined, whereas others are more
“contradictory and mutually exclusive” (p. 239).
Preissle (2013), in her consideration of the future of
the field, makes a pragmatic argument of a different
sort for commensurability. Citing the work of her
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students that has combined approaches in uncon-
ventional yet highly productive ways, she observes
that the novice scholars of today are “challenging,
even transgressing, epistemological and theoretical
boundaries” that will ultimately move research for-
ward in unexpected ways” (p. 536).

There is nothing new about these questions.
They have been debated for decades now, and clar-
ity seems no nearer. What has changed is the cli-
mate. It is at once more open to qualitative methods
than ever before and less accommodating of the
rich diversity among the approaches taken to this
work. Increasing numbers of graduate students are
being trained in multiple methodologies. Although,
unfortunately, there does not yet appear to be a cry
for purely qualitative studies on the horizon, most
major funding sources are at least indicating a prefer-
ence for the use of multiple methods, in some cases
even quite strongly so. Qualitative studies can be
found in journals of differing ilk, not just within the
confines of those dedicated to publishing qualita-
tive research. However, what is deemed acceptable
or “credible” qualitative research is narrowing. In
the parlance of the old expression “a litde knowl-
edge is a dangerous thing,” the widening exposure
and reach of qualitative work means that many more
scholars are encountering and engaging with it in
some way; these scholars often do not realize that
what they know is but a small slice of a now large
and longstanding field. Researchers outside the field
of qualitative research who participate in setting the
standards for research more broadly may be friendly
to particular kinds of approaches, such as seeing a
place for qualitative work only in the exploration of
new areas of inquiry to offer “thick description” and
examples or to complement or round out the quanti-
tative findings, but much less so to stand-alone work
or work aimed at explicating processes and mecha-
nisms at work in human psychology. Scholars from
within who are joining in the work of setting the
standards of research can sometimes allow certain
kinds of qualitative research to stand for the field,
which can serve to belie and even shut out other,
often more transgressive forms. These perhaps seem-
ingly old and familiar questions about philosophies
of science, rigor, and commensurability are alive and
well, taking new forms, and they are, in some ways,
more important now than ever before.
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CHAPTER

Sally E. Thorne

Applied Interpretive Approaches

Abstract

In the applied world of the practice disciplines, the recognized limitations of conventional science have
stimulated a lively and enthusiastic uptake of many of the qualitative research approaches generated over
decades of social science scholarship. However, due to significant differences in the nature and motivation
between the more theoretical and more applied fields, many applied scholars have been departing

from established method to articulate approaches better suited to the questions of the applied world.
This chapter considers the evolving relationship between the methods and their disciplinary origins

and current trends in the direction of the applied interpretive qualitative research project. Interpretive
description is used as a methodological case in point to illustrate the kinds of departures that applied
approaches are taking from their ancestral roots as they begin to advance knowledge development within
the practical and contextualized realities of their applied contexts.

Key Words: Applied research, interpretation, methodology, social science, applied science, disciplinary
thinking, interpretive description, qualitative research

Many of the qualitative methods we have come
to consider as conventional approaches over the
past generation of scholarship were handed down
to the applied world from the intellectual proj-
ects of decidedly theoretical academic disciplines,
especially anthropology, sociology, and philosophy.
They were wonderful methods, carefully thought
through and tested over time by enthusiastic stu-
dents of human nature and societal experience and
taken up by applied communities who saw them
as the light at the end of a tunnel that had resulted
from a dominant quantitatively constructed sci-
ence. In this chapter, we reflect on the motivations
that drove applied scholars to embrace qualitative
methodology, and we deconstruct some of the
inevitable challenges that they confronted in trying
to bend it toward their distinct purposes. On that
basis, we trace the evolution of new approaches
to applied interpretive inquiry that are informed

but not constricted by the history and tradition of
qualitative science. We see the exciting and inno-
vative new approaches that are emerging to help
scholars and practitioners in various health, edu-
cation, social policy, and humanitarian fields take
advantage of the rich heritage that exists within the
body of qualitative research tradition and apply
it usefully toward the social mandate that each of
their applied disciplines represents.

To begin this journey through the evolution
into applied interpretive methodology, a few
words of location may be in order. I am a nurse
by profession, with a curiosity about the human
interface within which the healthcare system
shapes the options available to people with chronic
illness or cancer as they learn to live with the lot
that life has handed them. The questions I pose in
my program of research have to do with making
sense of experiential challenges, making meaning
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out of despair, learning to handle the frailties of
the body, and finding ways to live well despite
debility, discomfort, and impending mortality.
I am particularly interested in how those of us who
fulfill professional roles in the healthcare system
engage with patients and their families in ways
that can range from empowering and healing to
terrifying and soul-destroying. These are naturally
complex, dynamic, fluid, and messy concepts to
be studying. We can know things on the basis of
behavioral or attributional patterns that defy mea-
surement. We can believe things about how to
“be” with patients during these most difficult of
times without being able to “prove” the distinct
impact that our moment of engagement has pro-
duced. And yet we all hold a professional (legal,
ethical, and moral) mandate to act in such a man-
ner as to do no harm and to support the processes
that stand our patients the best chance of leading
toward health. Thus, in that context of wanting to
build knowledge that will help health practitioners
toward being of use, I have spent the past thirty
years in the world of qualitative health research.
The story of how my discipline embraced quali-
tative methods is instructive in understanding
why it came to a point at which it had to gen-
erate its own modifications to existing method-
ology. Nursing has played a rather active role in
the evolution of qualitative approaches to health
research because its core business exists within
a realm of complex and messy matters (Dzurek,
1989; Reed, 1995; Sidani, Epstein, & Moritz,
2003; Thompson, 1985; Watson, 1995). We work
closely and intimately with individuals, families,
and communities, and the nature of our work
engages deeply with the minutiae of their bodies,
minds, and souls; their realities and aspirations;
and their despairs and triumphs. Nursing also
works in close proximity to medicine, for which
the increasingly powerful mandate of formally
constructed and scientifically rigorous evidence as
the basis for practice has been dominant in recent
decades. So, nursing needed ways of working with
the questions that arose from its core business,
and it also needed to justify the kinds of work it
was doing within a rather hardcore, scientific, and
ideological landscape of what counted in health-
care (Johnson & Ratner, 1977; Liaschenko, 1997;
Maxwell, 1997). Thus, the methods that had been
created by social scientists for the very different
kinds of things they were studying seemed to cre-
ate a wonderful legitimacy for an enterprise that
could consider itself as rigorous and credible even
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as it departed quite significantly from what science
looked like in the traditional biomedical context.

In the early years of what became a time of explo-
sive growth in qualitatively derived health knowl-
edge, nursing often led the way, practicing a kind
of meticulous compliance with the methodological
dictates that had been established by and for the
social science disciplines. Although these nonquan-
titative pieces of research started to find legitimacy
in grant reviews, conference presentations, and
journal publications, it was well recognized that the
genre’s credibility depended on accurate alignment
with legitimate and credible social science method-
ological sources as the basis for its scholarly work
(Bartolomé, 1994; Sandelowski, 1986). However,
not long into the journey of the qualitative health
enterprise, this obsession with methodological pre-
cision started to become a liability (Thorne, 1991).
Debates within the literature ensued with respect
to whether methodological slippage and sloppiness
ought to be tolerated in the context of the kinds
of rigorous and rigid expectations that the evolv-
ing quantitative science demanded (Baker, Wuest,
& Stern, 1992). This methodological rigidity came
to constitute a crisis characterized by deep tensions
between those interested in promoting technically
correct methodological applications, even if the find-
ings were rather “bloodless,” and those interested in
making the most meaningful discoveries, even if
that required methodological departures (Janesick,
1994; Sandelowski, 19934; Thorne, 2011).

It was within this tense methodological context
that my graduate students and I began to consider
the possibilities of articulating applied interpretive
methods as a distinct approach within our quali-
tative enterprises and to imagine what would be
required to legitimize methodological alternatives
that might not only work within the evidence-based
science context our discipline resides in but also
meet the need of producing truly usable knowledge.
The ideas and approaches that we now advocate
have arisen explicitly from and in response to the
ideas and agendas of the historical times in which
we find ourselves. We believe that they offer impor-
tant insights for optimizing our work today, even
as they will inevitably evolve into new and differ-
ent opportunities for tomorrow. Thus, this chap-
ter encourages applied researchers in their quest to
conduct studies that have meaning for informing
engagement with the present-day realities they face
while also exposing and illuminating new interpre-
tive possibilities that might serve us even better in
the future.



The Historical Grounding of
Traditional Qualitative Methods
The Quest for Objective Truths
About the Social World

Auguste Compte (1798-1857) was among the
first social theorists to have understood that authen-
tic knowledge derives from personal experience and
not simply from metaphysical or theological foun-
dations (Pascale, 2011). The positivism he advo-
cated represented a search for the laws of social life
that might parallel the natural laws of the physical
sciences (p. 13). Early in the 1900s, the physical
sciences model of social research became the sub-
ject of considerable critique. A leading voice in
this was Antonio Gramsci (1995), whose “Prison
Notebooks,” written between 1926 and 1934,
argued that the methods used for an inquiry had to
be congruent with its own purpose (Pascale, 2011).
The increasing rejection of hypothetico-deductive
reasoning as the appropriate foundation for cer-
tain kinds of knowledge positioned a new kind of
method as counter to the constraint of an objec-
tive world about which one verifies data through
the processes of empiricism (Bohman, Hiley, &
Shusterman, 1991). Thus, methods of rigorously
working with nonobjective data started to emerge
within the social sciences as a way of studying
human behavior and understanding the reasons
that govern it (Jovanovi¢, 2011). These histori-
cal tensions help us appreciate why, despite sub-
sets of their members who consider themselves to
do “applied” work, those in the mainstream social
sciences have generally remained quite skeptical of
methodological limitations that seem bound to the
discourses of science and scientific notions of evi-
dence (Pascale, 2011).

The Emergence of Application

As the qualitative approaches to social science
theorizing evolved and career opportunities for
social scientists expanded beyond the academic
institutions in the mid-century (Gordon, 1991),
scholars began to apply their social research meth-
ods to questions arising within the health field.
Some of the earliest contributions of this type came
from Howard Becker and his colleagues’ Boys in
White (Becker, Geer, Hughes, & Strauss, 1961)
and Erving Goffman’s classic, Asylums (Goffman,
1961). By the 1970s and 1980s, health researchers
within the professional disciplines had begun to pay
close attention to this brand of research (Anderson,
1981). Cross-fertilization took place as increasing
numbers of health professionals undertook doctoral

studies in social science disciplines and began to
experiment with some of these methods in their own
clinical investigations (Morse, 2012). By the end of
the 1970s, the occasional qualitative piece could
be found within leading scholatly journals (Loseke
& Cahil, 2007), and, in the following decade, new
journals started to emerge with a focus on qualita-
tive approaches (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).

The Interpretive Turn

Although these initial applications were clearly
distinct from their positivist forbearers in their
methods of generating and testing truth claims, in
several respects they remained quite aligned with
the objective realism of the social science traditions
in their attachment to theorizing as the primary
product of good inquiry. Thus, much of the early
grounded theory of scholars such as Anselm Strauss
and Barney Glaser (Glaser, 1978; 2002; Glaser &
Strauss, 1966; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss,
1995) actually furthered confusion by virtue of its
attachment to the aspirations of grand theorizing it
had inherited from its roots in the Chicago School
of symbolic interactionist analysis (Layder, 2007).
Although these early methodological developers
fully acknowledged that the findings one created
on the basis of their approaches were generalizable
and reproducible only to the extent that one could
replicate original conditions of context, they also
advocated “theoretical saturation” as the legitimate
point at which an inquiry concluded (Glaser, 1978;
Schmuttermaier & Schmitt, 2001) and rejected the
possibility that social reality might be best depicted
by a multiplicity of seemingly irreconcilable theo-
retical perspectives (Layder, 2007). Thus, they left
behind a rich collection of techniques bound within
some fairly problematic theoretical architecture.

Beyond grounded theory, the other major meth-
ods taken up by applied scholars during this period
also came with considerable layers of theoretical
“baggage.” Ethnographic methods, such as those
advanced by James Spradley (1979) and Rosalie
Wax (1971), which were marvelous in their depth
and detail with respect to certain aspects of inves-
tigative engagement, provided little direction for
generating coherent conclusions about human
experience outside of the context of full consider-
ations of culture (Aamodt, 1989). Furthermore,
they were guided by rather foundational assump-
tions about universalities in human nature that
sometimes overshadowed the individual variations
that a health researcher might want to exploit, such
as the notion that an individual’s understanding of
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his or her situation might be actually more relevant
to the problem at hand than was a more generalized
and comprehensive portrait of why people within
certain intact cultural contexts think and behave as
they do (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Lipson, 1989).

Applied phenomenological researchers such
as Max van Manen (1984), working in the tradi-
tions of Martin Heidegger (1962) and Hans-Georg
Gadamer (1960/1989), similarly offered excellent
options for digging deep into the subjective expe-
rience that had proved so difficult to account for
in more traditional studies of health experience.
However, the techniques associated with this tradi-
tion also posed obstacles to the applied researcher
(Anderson, 1989; Benner, 1994; Lopez & Willis,
2004). What did it mean, for example, to genuinely
bracket preconceptions when those preconcep-
tions justified the health inquiry in the first place
(LeVasseur, 2003; Morse, 1994)? And what kinds
of subjective realities might one want to try to
understand beyond those aspects considered essen-
tial structures of human experience (Anderson,
1989; Thorne, 19974; Thorne, Reimer Kirkham, &
MacDonald-Emes, 1997)?

The expression “interpretive turn” therefore
became a signifier for work that was considerably
less theoretical and philosophical than the traditions
from which it had arisen and inherently implied
both the applied and the practical (Bohman, et al.,
1991). It referenced a fundamental recognition
that human interpretation is the appropriate start-
ing point for the study of the social world (Pascale,
2011) and also the point toward which research
findings are ultimately directed. Thus, it became
clear that the analytic induction that had arisen
from many of the earlier qualitative approaches had
never been interpretively neutral (Pearce, 1971);
rather, it had inevitably relied on interpretation in
order to be put to use in the world of applied prac-
tice (Thorne, 2001).

The Nature of Applied Interpretive
Methodologies

An argument can be made that applied inter-
pretive work differs from nonapplied interpretive
work in the degree to which it accepts the exis-
tence of some form of reality and the relationship
it assumes to various truth claims. Shusterman cap-
tures the essence of the kind of interpretive work
that sits firmly within the antifoundationalist and
antinaturalist realm: “Having abandoned the ideal
of reaching a naked, rock-bottom, unmediated
God’s-eye-view of reality, we seem impelled to
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embrace the opposite position—that we see every-
thing through an interpretive veil or from an inter-
pretive angle” (1991, p. 103). From this perspective,
what we come to understand about a phenomenon
depends on who we are rather than by virtue of any
immutable properties it possesses, and who we are
is unconstrained by such conventional modernistic
limitations as reason or logic. Thus, competing the-
oretical positions become intellectual standpoints
from which to consider or debate a thing, with
no pretense toward a truth claim because the “real
world” upon which a truth claim must be based is
itself simply an idea.

This kind of nonapplied positioning makes for
marvelous theorizing, endless debate, and rather
seductive intellectual entertainment. It takes one
out of the mundane and ordinary everyday into
a world of limitless standpoints and subjectivi-
ties. Ideas become the mechanisms through which
engagement in the human world is navigated, and
the theoretical projects that evolve from this kind
of work take on a direction that is firmly located
within thinking rather than action. Considering
nonapplied work in this way (and of course I am
overgeneralizing here to make a point), it becomes
understandable why purists within the social sci-
ence tradition would be somewhat horrified at the
thought that their ideas might actually be put to use
in the practical and material world.

Variations on the Interpretive Lens

Applied interpretive work therefore departs from
what convention within the social sciences might
consider genuinely interpretive in that it must always
keep at least one foot firmly planted on the ground.
It accepts that the ground exists and possesses a
nature that constitutes a form of reality apart from
human perception, even as it recognizes that the
perceptions we humans make of it are powerfully
shaped by our historical and cultural positionings
upon it (Crotty, 1998). Thus, applied interpre-
tive work sits in a somewhat complex philosophi-
cal space in which the polarities of subjective and
objective truth are not incommensurate or mutu-
ally exclusive, and strands of both realism/positiv-
ism and idealism/relativism can potentially inform
knowledge development (Stajduhar, Balneaves, &
Thorne, 2001).

There is,

confusion with regard to what is meant when a

therefore, room for considerable
scholar positions his or her work as “interpretive”
(Guignon, 1991). For some scholars and tradi-
tions, it implies an explicit reliance on the ideas of



a certain favored set of established thinkers, such as
Heidegger. Conversely, for others, it references the
more general notion that research never occurs in
a vacuum and, in the applied fields in particular,
it is highly problematic to ever pretend that it does
(Bohman, 1991). Rather, educators study learning
problems because they hope to resolve them, health
practitioners study disease experiences because they
hope to reduce suffering, and so on. The disciplinary
lens that comes along with the credential inevitably
and fundamentally paints the colors and defines the
contours that a qualitative researcher will see in the
field, no matter how compelling the theoretical invi-
tation to imagine that field as something else. Thus,
qualitative research by anyone whose legitimacy in
conducting research derives from membership in an
applied practice discipline is perhaps most usefully
understood as an inherently interpretive endeavor.

Contradictions Arising in the
Applied Context

As the qualitative methods and approaches that
had been generated within the social sciences for the
purpose of advancing theorizing were taken up by
an increasing spectrum of scholars in the applied
disciplines, this tension between theoretical and
applied interpretation led to considerable slippage
and confusion. From where I sit, I believe that this
confusion may be most strongly represented in the
health field, where there has been a stronger ten-
dency than in some other disciplines to try hard to
adhere to conventional social science method.

Qualitative health researchers seem to have
been slower to develop alternative methods than
have their cousins in such fields as education.
Lincoln and Guba’s Nawuralistic Inquiry (1985) of
the mid-1980s was an unselfconscious adaptation
of conventional grounded theory principles into a
highly pragmatic approach for the study of com-
plex educational systems. Although one might have
expected their explicitly applied methodological
approach to have had considerable appeal within
the health disciplines, it attracted considerable criti-
cism for being theoretically lacking and was not as
well received beyond the educational application
(Dixon-Woods, Shaw, Agarwal, & Smith, 2004).
For the most part, despite these available options,
qualitative health researchers continued to posi-
tion their studies within the same small set of social
scientific traditions and rely on adherence to same
conventional rule sets for determining whether a
qualitative research product had merit (Cohen &
Crabtree, 2008). The powerful arm of borrowed

credibility that social science methodology con-
veyed seemed to have the qualitative health research
field in a chokehold.

Despite the timidity within the qualitative health
research sector to depart too far from the rules and
traditions inherited from social science, some schol-
ars were clearly recognizing the inherent limits of
social science approaches within the applied clini-
cal context (Johnson, Long, & White, 2001) and
pointing out that uncritical acceptance of conven-
tional social science methodological tenets was lead-
ing to some rather weak applied products (Thorne
& Darbyshire, 2005). For example, some health
researchers drawing on phenomenological methods
were claiming to have maintained tabula rasa (blank
slate) by failing to read extant literature in advance
of their study (LeVasseur, 2003). While bracketing
preconceptions in order to delve below superficial
understandings to discern the deeper structure of
essential human experiences makes good sense for
the pure phenomenologist, it fails to ring true in the
study of a human health experience when clinical
familiarity with a phenomenon has led one to the
conclusion that there are gaps in existing knowledge
(Morse, 1994).

Another misapplication prominent in the body
of health research using grounded theory was the
artificial claim that “theoretical saturation” had been
reached as a justification for concluding data collec-
tion (Smaling, 2003). Although the idea that one
had exhausted all possible configurations of a theo-
retical proposition might make sense in the genera-
tion of basic social theory (Morse, 1995), it runs
counter to the disciplinary mindset required of the
practicing health professions, in which the clinical
gaze must go beyond population patterns to detect
the infinite variation that occurs within each indi-
vidual case (Thorne & Sawatzky, 2014).

Among the many other problematic ideas
that had crept into the qualitative health research
domain because of this uncritical adherence to
method were member checks as a primary means
of determining credibility. In the health domain,
we are often studying phenomena for which patient
perceptions can be the source of a problem. Thus,
seeking their confirmation that we “got it right”
may actually impede epistemological integrity
(Thorne & Darbyshire, 2005). The idea that quali-
tative research becomes the voice for the voiceless
has led some researchers to believe that interpre-
tation was somehow unethical and that the data
should “speak for themselves,” thus effectively side-
stepping the obligation for rigorous analysis and
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relying on (supposedly uninterpreted) a selection
of transcribed speech excerpts as a reasonable way
of displaying findings (Ceci, Limacher, & McLeod,
2002; Sandelowski, 2004). Similarly, believing the
requirement that all studies must be conducted
within a theoretical framework, many authors were
almost predetermining their findings by virtue of
structuring their studies within a perspective that
actually limited their capacity to see all that they
might have seen of relevance to the question at hand
(Carter & Little, 2007; Sandelowski, 19934).

Thus, the evolving body of qualitative health
research was fraught with these kinds of contradic-
tions and complications that exposed it to credibil-
ity challenges and weakened the potential impact
of the evolving science. The allegiance with social
science methodologies had certainly brought it well
beyond the confines of the quantitative method-
ological paradigm, but had left it with some rather
worrisome unintended consequences. New options
were therefore required to challenge researchers
working in applied fields for either making hollow
claims or defeating their stated purpose.

Characteristics of the
Evolving Genre

Researchers also needed ways of building on the
creative modifications they had worked out in order
to render them coherent and credible. The applied
interpretive methodologies that are evolving over
time derive from a philosophical positioning that
visits the world of theorizing without taking citizen-
ship. That positioning reflects an intrigue with the
possibilities inherent in the universe of technique
generated for the purposes of the social sciences
without taking on the mantle of coherence that
determines the integrity of the methods when they
are used in their entirety. They therefore require a
different kind of conceptual organization and order,
so that the steps one takes are consistent with an
interior logic that will get you to a recognizable and
worthwhile goal. They take as a foundational princi-
ple that a disciplinary mandate underpins the deci-
sion to do the research in the first place and all of
the consequent steps that will be taken in bringing
it to a meaningful conclusion. They also understand
there to be a particular audience for the eventual
findings that will require certain kinds of transpar-
ency and auditability maneuvers to attain credibility
and coherence.

It is in the nature of the applied disciplines that
knowledge exists for some purpose (Malterud,
2001). Thus, the qualitative tradition that simply
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describes a thing has relatively little relevance within
the applied world. Despite careful attempts to
adhere to rules that limit the generalizability of
findings—and so much of the qualitative research
literature reflects these disclaimers—every clinician
knows that an idea that captures the imagination in
relation to a clinical problem that requires further
understanding cannot really be suspended until it
achieves some measure of truth value. Rather, since
all knowledge generated in the applied fields may
actually influence someone’s thinking in the prac-
tice world and therefore affect those individuals they
serve, we actually need responsible implications and
estimates more than we require some theoretical cal-
culation of the conditions under which our claim
might have population relevance (Sellman, 2011).

So it is these kinds of problems that applied
interpretive methodologists are concerned with as
they propose various ways of approaching the prob-
lem of trying to do rigorous and useful qualitative
research in a manner that addresses the needs of
the disciplines and fields from which their ques-
tions derive (Angen, 2000). They are necessarily
concerned with credibility, assuring scholars that
their inquiries can pass the muster of funding body
panels and journal editorial reviews. Thus, they
must be mindful of the context within which the
qualitative scholarly tradition has developed within
their field, finding ways to demonstrate a respect for
that tradition at the same time as they push back
against some of its more problematic artifacts in
their efforts to produce authentic knowledge prod-
ucts. This makes for a delightfully contested arena
in which various methodological positions are being
promoted, debated, and challenged (Thorne, 2011).
And it is quite understandable that newer scholars
entering the field are excited about the possibilities
of not only stepping outside of convention but also
ensuring sufficient respectability within it to navi-
gate the treacherous waters of the scholarly assess-
ment establishment.

The Terminological Land Mines

On the basis of these common difficulties with
conventional method, scholars in various applied
fields have put forward alternative options for fram-
ing qualitative research outside of the conventional
social science traditions.

In 2000, Margarete Sandelowski raised a chal-
lenge to health researchers to consider that much
of what they were doing was, in fact, quite differ-
ent from the kind of work toward which the named
social science methods were directed, and she asked



why we couldnt simply call this kind of work
qualitative description (Sandelowski, 2000). Others
similarly proposed sidestepping the methodological
battles by using language such as generic qualita-
tive research (Caelli, Ray, & Mill, 2003). Ten years
after that initial paper, Sandelowski expressed dis-
may that her argument had been misinterpreted by
many as a new methodological approach for which
she had inadvertently assumed the role of authority
(Sandelowski, 2010). She also decried the possibility
that referencing one’s work as “qualitative descrip-
tion” might be a convenient excuse for poorly con-
ceived or inadequately conducted studies, providing
would-be researchers with a quick and easy way to
sidestep thoughtful interpretation.

In furthering this debate, Sandelowski aimed
our attention directly at the problem of naming the
kind of research that does not fit the methodologi-
cal names in our conventional repertoire. From her
perspective, the boundaries between the named
methods have been much more semipermeable in
the applied context than most researchers recog-
nized. She further pointed out that, “Complicating
the borderlands between methods (and the policing
of these borderlands that too often passes for meth-
odological rigor and expertise) is that in qualitative
research, methodological procedures function more
to trigger analytic insights than to determine or con-
stitute them” (2010, p. 81). Thus, she advocated for
reserving the use of the term “qualitative descrip-
tion” as a “distributed residual category” rather than
as a coherent methodological option, making those
porous lines more visible, reducing erosion, and
avoiding the need to continually reinvent method.
For her, what ought to be center stage in the empiri-
cal research of the practice disciplines was technique
rather than method.

The term applied phenomenology has been
widely used to reference the kind of inquiry that
seeks to draw on phenomenological thinking to
enact social change. Cheryl Mattingly recognized
that the practice of clinical reasoning in her pro-
fession, occupational therapy, was itself a form of
applied phenomenology (1991). In a similar vein,
Patricia Benner referenced interpretive phenom-
enology to embrace a range of applied approaches
toward engaged reasoning within nursing research
(1994). Richard Addison, an applied researcher
from the discipline of family medicine, further
advocated interpretive approaches that allowed for
a range of technique to bring phenomena from
“unintelligibility to understanding” (1992, p. 110).
Explicitly referencing the kind of commitment to

meaning-making that a hermeneutic approach
invited, albeit applied in the context of the kind of
grounded participant observation work that seemed
relevant to his profession, Addison called his kind
of applied work grounded hermeneutic research.
Norman Denzin (1989), another leader in interpre-
tive methodology, coined the term interpretive inter-
actionism to reference a self-reflexive action research
approach that has been taken up by various health
researchers for applied purposes (Mohr, 1997).
Borrowing from scholars who use this kind of lan-
guage to reference creatively applied studies that
address the core mandate of their discipline, others
have taken up this kind of language to help distin-
guish their applications from the original traditions.

Jonathan Smith and colleagues in the UK
health psychology field have been working with
an applied and interpretive methodological tradi-
tion called interpretative phenomenological analysis
(IPA) (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999; Smith &
Osborn, 2003). It explicitly draws on phenomeno-
logical notions of the hermeneutic circle inherent
in the researcher’s attempt to try to “make sense of
the [study] participant trying to make sense of their
personal and social world” (Smith, 2004, p. 40). In
so doing, it unambiguously positions its design rec-
ommendations as having to maintain relevance and
credibility within the corpus of mainstream psy-
chology. It therefore generally aligns its approaches
to qualitative inquiry with the distinctive subdisci-
pline of cognitive psychology in its recognition of
the centrality of mentation (p. 41), thereby serving
as an adjunct to the more mainstream scholarly con-
tributions arising from quantitative and experimen-
tal methodology. At the same time, Smith clearly
understands his method as having appeal to a range
of applied disciplines in which ideographic case
examination becomes the launching point from
which inductive analyses may evolve. He further
sees IPA as interrogative in its capacity to engage
with the ideas arising from existing research within
a field.

What I have observed, at least in the health
research world, is that there exists a very strong pref-
erence for work that explicitly and credibly locates
its methodological origins within something with
the capacity to convey the legitimacy of an accepted
authority or tradition. The deeply held convictions
among those who grew up in the science tradition as
to what constitutes methodological integrity cannot
be easily discarded. Thus, it makes for a much more
persuasive claim to locate and justify your design
choices within one or more of the philosophically
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compatible traditions that have already met the test
of scholarly review by virtue of being published in
the appropriate manner than it does to try to con-
vince a panel of scholars that your distinctive and
idiosyncratic approach will ultimately make sense.

Interpretive Description

It was this awareness of the imperative to cite
appropriate references for methodological choices,
especially when one veered off the beaten path
(Thorne, 1991), that led my graduate students and
me to publish our first manuscript on interpretive
description as method in Research in Nursing &
Health, a journal recognized at that time as among
the most highly respected in our discipline (Thorne
et al., 1997). In our strategic selection of venue
and in the terminological choice we made in nam-
ing the method, our conscious intent was to render
credible the kinds of design modifications that we
saw very good qualitative health researchers mak-
ing without acknowledging what they were doing
or, as Jan Morse put it, doing qualitative research
“for which there was no name” (Morse, 1989, p. 6).
We characterized it as “noncategorical” in an (awk-
ward) attempt to explicitly distinguish it from the
named categories of methodology that were in favor
at that time.

Following that initial publication, in response
to calls for further elaboration, we expanded on
options for the analytic process, which is gener-
ally the most difficult aspect of constructing a
high-quality research product (Thorne, Reimer
Kirkham, & O’Flynn-Magee, 2004). Subsequently
we ventured a longer treatment of interpretive
description in book form (Thorne, 2008); this text
was intended not as prescriptive method but as a
companion to support the interior logic of each
design decision that a researcher might be called
on to make throughout the applied interpretive
inquiry process. Interpretive description is explicitly
designed for researchers, such as those in my pro-
fession of nursing, whose disciplinary framework
and mandate is sufficiently comprehensive to frame
inquiries and, one might argue, ought to be driving
those inquiries. In this way, it can be thought of as
either a method in and of itself or as a guide to the
use of method, depending on which one needs it
to be. Positioning it in that manner recognizes that
each disciplinary scholar will be best placed to dis-
cern the distinctive conditions and contexts within
which the research will be conducted. These might
include, for example, such elements as the state of
the science (both empirically and philosophically),
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the prevailing opinion (including tensions and
debates), the breadth and depth of a phenomenon
that would need to be taken into consideration if
the results of an inquiry are to be meaningful, and
the ideological and theoretical proclivities of the
target audience toward which the study will be
directed. Interpretive description thus becomes a
decisional model within which all of those elements
can be reconciled into a coherent and logical plan
that can meet the kinds of quality criteria that we
refer to when we reflect on what really constitutes
excellent applied interpretive work (Engel & Kuzel,
1992; Hunt, 2009; Kuzel & Engel, 2001; Morse,
Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002; Oliver,
2011; Popay, Rogers, & Williams, 1998).

Because it is the approach in which I have been
immersed, and not implying that it is the only viable
approach from which to mount a well-constructed
applied interpretive study within a disciplinary
framework, I will expand on the idea of how inter-
pretive description works to serve the needs of the
applied researcher across a range of contexts using
my own discipline as a case in point. By reflecting
on the nature of the design options that the applied
researcher will face and must justify along the way,
unpacking this particular exemplar may be instruc-
tive across the spectrum of using method in such a
manner that serves, rather than enslaves, its rightful
master.

Understanding the
Disciplinary Lens

The manner in which nursing’s conceptual
structure shapes aspects of research design illus-
trates what I mean by a disciplinary interior logic.
Nursing knowledge inherently and explicitly capi-
talizes on a dialectic interface between the gen-
eral and the particular (Reed, 2006; Rolfe, 2011).
Nurses rely on general knowledge not as prescrip-
tive or superordinate truths but rather to expand
their repertoire of options for informing the com-
plex considerations that will inevitably be applied
in the uniquely individual context of each patient
(Thorne & Sawatzky, 2014). Thus, the structure of
nursing thinking uses such mechanisms as catego-
rization and description as a tool toward reasoning
rather than as an answer to a question. That reason-
ing takes the form of a cyclical process of engag-
ing, assessing, planning, acting, and evaluating. By
virtue of their professional accountabilities, nurse
researchers are held to certain standards with regard
to anticipating the potentially untoward effects
that uncritical implementation of some of their



findings and interpretations might have in certain
cases (Cheek, 2000). So, for example, in rendering
responsible and useable findings, they would take
into consideration the possible misinterpretations
that might arise at any phase within that cyclical
reasoning process, as well as the universe of clinical
and contextual variables that the practitioner might
confront in applying the new idea in the real world.

The manner in which this disciplinary lens
shapes research design, therefore, is to ensure that
even in the search for commonalities, the applied
interpretive researcher is always and inevitably curi-
ous about difference. And although various theo-
retical positionings such as those offered within
postmodern/poststructural traditions of scholarship
can help uncover the implications of the way a dis-
cipline thinks about certain phenomena (Kagan,
Smith, Cowling, & Chinn, 2009), these are typi-
cally understood as only temporary standpoints
because staying there too long tends to make it
difficult to justify the action that is the inherent
raison détre of the profession (Pesut & Johnson,
2013). It is this intimate knowledge of how a dis-
cipline’s thought structure works, and not merely
the substantive content of it, that guides a scholar
in the kinds of methodological design options that
are consistent with and informative to disciplinary
knowledge. And, for this reason, I personally would
have considerable hesitation with advocating an
approach as flexible as interpretive description for
a researcher without a strong grasp on an applied
disciplinary perspective.

Articulating the Question

Because nursing’s practice mandate would pre-
clude its assuming that all patients might experi-
ence a health or illness phenomenon in a similar
manner, research questions framed in the style of
conventional phenomenology—such as “What is
the lived experience of...2”—dont quite fit. The
discipline tends to reject notions of essential experi-
ence in favor of the principle that infinite variations
on almost any theme are to be expected. A funda-
mentally human commonality, such as the ability to
experience pain, for example, does not lead nursing
toward the search for the essential nature of pain,
but rather for an understanding of the kinds of
variations in perception and expression that may be
meaningful for the work of reducing unnecessary
suffering.

Similarly, the typical forms of grounded the-
ory questions that orient one toward basic social
processes at play—such as “What is the process

of...?”—suggest an assumption that the tacitly
held dimensions of a phenomenon may be more
influential than the patients perspectives about it.
Thus, recognizing the inherent tension between the
kind of research that assumes a primacy of patient
perspectives and the kind that would see them as
a distractor would reveal the inconsistencies in
embarking on that kind of inquiry process in most
of the contexts in which nursing inquiry occurs.

Instead, in keeping with a more authentic under-
standing of why nursing might need to obtain a
certain understanding of a phenomenon, an inter-
pretive description question might be articulated
in less theoretically loaded terms. One might ask,
for example, in what ways do patients explain their
experiences with this issue? Or what kinds of experi-
ences do they describe as most worrisome and why?
Such framings clearly locate not only the manner
in which subjective material will be considered in
the analytic process but also the role that the avail-
able data will play in informing interpretations with
regard to the wider context within which that phe-
nomenon appears in practice.

Framing the Theoretical Scaffolding

Interpretive description frees the nurse researcher
from the convention of having to select an extant
theory within which to locate the study. Because
nursing exists within the dominant culture of the
(Western biomedical) health science tradition, the
notion of theoretical positioning as a hallmark of
good science has been a deeply held expectation. In
the early years of qualitative nursing research, posi-
tioning within a particular social science tradition
fulfilled that function. However, once one recog-
nizes the problematic of that posture for the applied
fields, then such theoretical positioning seems a hol-
low exercise at best and, at worst, an abdication of
authentic disciplinary inquiry. As Sandelowski has
pointed out, although they might claim one as a
denominational credential to justify legitimacy, for
the most part, nurse scholars were rarely engaging
with those theories in the manner in which their
social science colleagues intended (Sandelowski,
199306).

A further complication arises when one under-
stands the convoluted history of nursing’s efforts
to theorize itself. In its early attempts to justify its
scientific base, the discipline devoted considerable
efforts to articulate a set of theoretical structures
that might best capture the nature of nursing. In
that this exercise predated such conceptual tools as
complexity science or a recognition that philosophy
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had anything much to do with scientific thinking,
these entities referred to as theories were in fact com-
peting philosophical configurations within which to
try to capture something that was by its very nature
dynamic, messy, and complicated (Thorne, 2009).
Thus, aligning one’s study with one or another of
the theories of nursing would position one within a
rather meaningless and divisive discourse.

What interpretive description therefore offers is
the invitation to reclaim the foundational intellec-
tual character of nursing thought—those essential
commonalities among and between all of those indi-
vidual attempts to theorize. And, perhaps because
of our complicated intellectual history, much of the
work that we now draw on to guide us can be found
more accessibly in the world of philosophy of nurs-
ing rather than in anything that considers itself to
be theory. So, what scaffolds a study is the explicit
articulation of the elements of disciplinary structure
that will be brought to bear in shaping and guiding
the design elements and applications of each study,
and it is these that will ultimately afford it credibil-
ity and legitimacy.

Sampling and Data Collection

Sampling approaches using interpretive descrip-
tion may be convenient, theoretical, or purposive.
The key is for the researcher to not only name what
they represent, but also to hold to an integrity of
interpretation informed by the nature of a sample
(Kuzel, 1999). Applied researchers must always sus-
pend the notion of representation in some kind of
tension, recognizing that although elements of two
cases may have similarities, each case also holds
distinctive uniqueness at some level (Sandelowski,
2006). Thus, the challenge to the researcher using
interpretive description would be a clear and cred-
ible contextualizing of the sample size and nature
within the context of the kinds of populations
or patients the findings are meant to inform the
discipline about.

A study may well combine various sampling
forms, beginning with convenient recruiting to
launch a study, moving into a purposive stance as
the dynamics of the recruiting process unfold, and
then targeting recruitment for particular instances of
certain configurations of a phenomenon in the later
phases of data collection. In addition, in recognition
of the representation challenge, the researcher may
well include reference to a more theoretical consid-
eration of possible variations beyond the scope of
the actual study to ensure that the inherent limits
of sampling are not overly influential in shaping the
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study findings and interpretations (McPherson &
Thorne, 2006). For example, a clinician might well
recognize that a qualitative study sample cannot
normally include data reflective of all of the popula-
tion subgroups that might participate in a particular
clinic, but that it might draw on personal or expert
knowledge of that clinic context to hypothetically
test claims as they emerge from the data analysis.
This “what if2” aspect to making sense of what you
have and don’t have in the study sample can be espe-
cially beneficial to the process of articulating find-
ings in such a manner that they “ring true” to the
intended clinical audience by virtue of attending to
the range of experience that it entails.

Data collection using interpretive description
can appropriately draw on multiple and diverse
approaches. My discipline has been especially
enthusiastic about individual interviewing as a pri-
mary data collection approach, and an overreliance
on this has been the focus of critical debate as to the
limitations this may have on the nature of the evolv-
ing qualitatively derived knowledge base available
to those working in the field (Nunkoosing, 2005;
Sandelowski, 2002; Silverman, 1985). Interpretive
description is compatible with a range of alterna-
tives, including focus groups, participant observa-
tion, and documentary analysis, but, perhaps most
importantly, it encourages the researcher to think
about appropriate combinations of approaches so
as to enhance a comprehensive understanding with-
out being overly dependent on the inherent limits
of any singular approach. For example, beyond
interviewing a group of patients who may have
had experience with a particular health or health-
care phenomenon, one might additionally seek out
perspectives from thoughtful clinicians who could
contribute a much broader experiential range of
diversities and variations that they have seen over
time. One perspective need not trump the other,
but rather the triangulation of perspective increases
the likelihood that the findings will be reflective of a
broader context than one can reasonably capture in
a sample of voluntary study participants.

Data Analysis and Interpretation

Interpretive description sits within an inductive
analytic tradition that would not favor the kind of
thematic processes that we might think of as qualita-
tive content analysis (Elo & Kyngis, 2008; Hseih &
Shannon, 2005). Instead, it seeks ways of thinking
about and organizing insights that become emer-
gent as one works iteratively with data, such that
new insights and possibilities for understanding can



be illuminated, considered, and further developed.
Even when a study is explicitly designed to expand
on and develop ideas that have already been derived
from a rigorous inductive analytic process, the inter-
pretive description approach encourages the inves-
tigator to remain open to new ways of seeing and
understanding that might advance our capacity to
know a phenomenon in a manner that is, in one
respect or another, better than we did before. Thus,
the idea of replication to enhance credibility doesn’t
really make sense, nor does the prior assumption
that one will necessarily recreate the precise concep-
tual structure proposed by another researcher when
investigating a similar kind of dataset. Interpretive
description always starts with what is already known,
believed, or accepted within a discipline about the
phenomenon in question, and it secks some expan-
sion on that prior knowledge for some defensible
purpose. And it would be that purpose that shapes
much of the ongoing analysis and interpretation
in a dialectic of inquiry along the lines of: What
else might be happening here? What might we be
missing? How else might we be thinking about this
phenomenon? What other interpretive lenses might
add value (or depth, or perspective) to what I am
able to discern to this point?

This philosophical stance to interpretive descrip-
tive analytic process clearly steers researchers away
from the presumption that they are discovering
truths and toward processes that will better and more
effectively illuminate possibilities for thought and
action. A universe of technique drawn from the body
of qualitative methodology may be helpful in advanc-
ing the analytic process, as long as the researcher
thoughtfully sustains the capacity to understand the
nature of the technique and its limitations. For exam-
ple, if you code, you need to understand what you
are coding for and what you have set aside, as well
as what that might mean for your eventual conclu-
sions. If you rely on excerpts of verbatim interview
text, you are privileging that which is rendered articu-
lable in overt speech over that which may have been
communicated nonverbally but quite clearly in the
interactional moment. So, the challenge becomes one
of immersing oneself in data, capitalizing on a strate-
gic sequence of objective and subjective engagements
with the data, and knowing the data well enough to
be able to propose several different options in order-
ing and organizing them such that the final presenta-
tion portrays the best representation of the important
meanings they contain.

The analytic process typically moves from pieces
to patterns, from patterns to relationships and,

sometimes (but not always), into a new coherent
whole. Interpretive description assumes that the
researchers would not really know, until fully engaged
with and reflective about a set of findings, whether
the eventual form of the interpretive claims would
be best represented by an overarching metaphor,
a set of conceptualizations, a thematic summary
of sequences, or a typology of processes. A skilled
researcher would typically be capable of considering
multiple viable options on how to craft and display
a set of findings such that it was true to the rationale
for the study and the conditions on which it has been
built, as well as relevant and credible to the eventual
intended audience. As Sandelowski might explain
it, you are deciding whether the optimal organiz-
ing structure is the one that emphasizes “character,
scene or plot” (Sandelowski, 1998, p. 377). Thus,
analysis stays true to the data without losing sight
of the rationale and conditions under which it has
been created, and it aims toward discernment of the
best possible options for bringing the newly gener-
ated insights to the attention of those who might
benefit from them.

Data display follows the logic of analysis, such
that the analytic structure shapes and organizes
that which will constitute findings. The aim within
interpretive description is for a reader within the
applied discipline to understand and easily fol-
low the logic with which the elements of the
findings are sequenced and presented. Since new
knowledge within an applied discipline presumes
a certain kind of fit within existing disciplinary
understandings, interpretation is integrally inter-
related with the presentation of analyzed findings.
In my discipline, it may not be useful or appropri-
ate to expound on a litany of theoretical options
for which some vague “fit” with the findings may
apply, but rather to exploit similarities and differ-
ences in relation to currently popular conceptual-
izations that may be influencing practice within
the field. At a bare minimum, given the ethos of
the discipline, one would expect a new conceptu-
alization that has been derived from a qualitative
inquiry process to theorize what kinds of patients,
contexts, or circumstances might be less well
served if we thought about this phenomenon in a
new way. The interpretive process therefore refers
us back to disciplinary logic to determine how
best to situate new ideas or claims within prevail-
ing options in an interpretive manner. Thus, the
explicit literature to which one would refer would
be that which is most likely to be familiar to the
discipline in terms of accepted wisdom, as well
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as that which might extend the credibility of any
new directions or considerations being proposed
by the new findings. The aim here is to be able
to generate a set of conclusions that both follows
logically from a coherent study design process and
also speaks to the discipline in a language that
is internally consistent, logically accessible, and
credible in the eyes of that theoretical “thoughtful
clinician.”

Credibility

Although all qualitative research approaches
wrestle with the complex challenge of how to
authentically and reasonably evaluate the credibility
of a qualitatively derived research product, there are
some additional challenges inherent in the applied
methods that interpretive description considers.
Clearly, in the applied world, a researcher ought not
to get away with claims that credibility determina-
tions rest entirely with the individual reader or that
the study has no credibility beyond its immediate
time and location. In the applied world, research
is not simply an intellectual fancy of the individual
scholar but rather becomes a strategic and meaning-
ful activity to be conducted on the part of the disci-
pline. Although all qualitative research presumably
strives for epistemological integrity and analytic logic,
inquiry in the applied world must also consider both
representative credibility and interpretive authority as
key quality measures (Thorne, 19974, 2008). These
two angles of critique demonstrate respect for the
complex contexts within which disciplinary read-
ers deserve to make sense of and understand the
expected limits of the conceptualizations being pro-
posed, as well as judge the intellectual foundational
claims on which the new interpretations infer both
commonalities and variations.

Beyond these fundamental principles that con-
stitute the standard for quality evaluation in applied
qualitative work, the interpretive description
approach explicitly requires disciplinary relevance as
an important consideration. The competently theo-
rized study report that might most easily find favor
with a social science—oriented audience may seem
to an applied audience to be engaged in quite a dif-
ferent conversation. As many applied scholars have
found, it is often impossible to satisfy both masters,
and, by succeeding in the theorizing world, they
may have lost their grip on the world they sought
to inform. Similarly, since the applied disciplines
operate from the perspective of a definable social
mandate, their research products can be judged by
virtue of moral defensibilizy. By this, I mean a level
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of responsibility and accountability that extends
well beyond the matter of ethical behavior in rela-
tion to research subjects and thoughtfully consid-
ers how the findings of our research might be used
or abused in society (Lipson, 1994; Sieber, 1993).
Another consideration for the applied researcher
using interpretive description is a pragmatic obli-
gation deriving from the knowledge that, if they
seem meaningful, findings may well be applied in
the practice world whether or not we claim them
to be sufficiently developed to warrant knowledge
translation. Similarly, a contextual awareness must
be apparent in the report of study findings so that
they reflect credibility (Herzlich & Pierret, 1985).
This appreciation for the world of practice, with its
inherent hunger for better ways to think through
the problems with which it is confronted, ensures
a mindfulness for the appropriateness of rhetoric,
persuasive language, or emotionality in our (natu-
rally) enthusiastic claims about our scholarship.

A critical element of the contextual world to
which practitioners of qualitative health research
should always take into consideration is the complex
world of “evidence.” Although the evidence debate
in the health world is itself fraught with complex-
ity, and the qualitative research community remains
divided on the degree to which it ought to attend to
this debate, complain about it, or ignore it (Ray &
Mayan, 2001), one might argue that if evidence is
the conceptual term by which the decision-making
and policy world references what it might draw
on to make intelligent decisions, then we have no
choice but to position our work such that it opti-
mally speaks evidence language (Madjar & Walton,
2001). By this I am not suggesting a competition
between the qualitatively and quantitatively derived
truth claim, but rather a strategic positioning of
both our research questions and the manner in
which we frame, display, and interpret our findings
such that they add something of recognizable value
to the more deeply philosophical question of how
we know what we know (Tarlier, 2005). Indeed,
discovering the skill sets required to build applied
qualitative inquiry on a sophisticated understand-
ing of what is detected and obscured through mea-
surement and how decision-making processes take
up knowledge within society seems the next frontier
to be conquered in this project of methodological
advancement (Thorne & Sawatzky, 2014).

Implications
In the applied research world, the “so what”
is always a particularly important element of a



qualitative report. This is the point where the
investigator turns back to face the discipline to
make explicit what can and cannot be taken from
the findings to inform practice, as well as what
requires further investigation. As would be appar-
ent from reflection on the discussion of interpretive
description to this point, the obligation associated
with articulation of a study’s implications derives
strongly from the disciplinary logic from which
the research question arose. Further, it ought to
reflect a thoughtful appreciation for the evolving
advancement of the field into which the current
findings seek to make some sort of contribution.

An interpretive description approach takes issue
with some of the (unfortunately) common kinds of
claims one might find within the available body of
qualitatively derived knowledge. Qualitative studies
rarely generate the kinds of findings that would jus-
tify a radical departure from the manner in which
good practitioners deliver care, for example, but
might steer them toward important and meaningful
fine-tunings of awareness and insight in their actions.
Effectively presented findings and implications invite
the discipline to consider shifts in direction and
guide them in determining the nature and scope of
knowledge development that might help them feel
justified in defending those shifts. In keeping with
the epistemological integrity that every applied quali-
tative study ought to aspire to, they should clearly
delineate an auditable logic with regard to any direc-
tions in which the new insights might take the disci-
pline. Thus, such discussions would studiously avoid
the kinds of assumptive leaps that are too often seen
in published qualitative research reports that, on the
basis of one small study, public policy or legislative
changes may be warranted. Wishful thinking absent
data has little place within the scholarly agenda of the
applied fields.

Leaders within the applied fields fully recognize
that it is the ongoing and iterative dialectic of watch-
ing where the full body of science is heading and
considering that in the light of directional trends in
the policy environments that will best ensure for-
ward progress within the fundamental social man-
dates of their disciplines (Kagan et al., 2009). And
it is into this larger world of ideas and action that
interpretive description seeks to insert the kinds of
ideas that qualitative inquiry can produce to enrich
and inspire a better world.

Conclusion
Interpretive description, as explained here in
some detail, illustrates but one example of the many

creative and strategic ways that scholars in applied
disciplines have been working within the qualitative
research tradition to generate coherent, strategic,
and comprehensive methodology that will speak
to the intellectual projects of their disciplines and
generate knowledge that has the potential to be put
to use. The proliferation and uptake of these newer
applied interpretive approaches over the past decade
confirm the profound need that has been felt for
inquiry approaches that respect the integrity of the
knowledge structures the applied disciplines entail,
as well as the pragmatic contexts within which these
disciplines require knowledge.

Fortunately, we seem well past the era in which
it was presumed in the health research world that
qualitative and quantitative research were para-
digmatically incommensurate to the extent that a
single researcher could not possibly appreciate or
contribute to both (Coulehan, 2009). That remnant
of Kuhnian thought, an idea that artificially sepa-
rated the worlds of objectivities and subjectivities,
has little place in the real world of applied schol-
arship, in which human processes and experiences
are being shaped by that which we claim as an out-
come of our science (Newman & Hitchcock, 2011;
Walsh, 2011).

The applied qualitative research of the future
will be informed by knowledge that derives from
whatever knowledge sources are available, inter-
preted and integrated according to an accessible dis-
ciplinary logic, and rendered credible by the policy
and practice worlds in which it seeks legitimacy
(Mitcham, 2007). In the complex and messy world
of real-life practice challenges, it will necessarily
reflect a wealth of techniques and tools, options and
approaches, all held together within a coherently
logical framework that allows readers and knowl-
edge users to discern its integrity and understand
how to use it. We have moved far beyond being the
“poor cousin” of our social theorizing colleagues or
the “soft and fuzzy” thinkers of the applied scien-
tific community. This intriguing juncture in our
collective methodological history offers a rich and
evolving compendium of options capable of guid-
ing us toward wisdom and intelligence as we move
perceptively closer to solving the problems of the
inherently fascinating and invariably complex world
that is our reason for being.

Future Directions

A consideration of the current state of applied
interpretive methodology in the qualitative research
tradition brings to light several important directions
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that will be of interest to the field in the coming
years. Among them are these:

1. What role will interdisciplinarity have within
programs of research designed with a disciplinary
agenda in mind?

2. What might be the risks of orienting applied
qualitative research along the lines of disciplinary
logic? Can an approach such as interpretive
description inform our understanding of the gaps
that might potentially derive from a disciplinary
lens on knowledge, or might it blind us to
implications of disciplinary agenda?

3. What might be the role of the “generic”
researcher in the study of applied problems, such as
health, outside of the perspective of a disciplinary
framework?

4. Are there certain research tools, techniques,
and strategies designed for the purposes of
theoretical disciplines that ought to have no
place within applied research? Are there certain
combinations of techniques that should be
considered inherently incompatible? Or is it useful
to consider all available techniques potentially
appropriate to an applied qualitative inquiry?

5. How might we design studies that effectively
triangulate interpretation such that multiple
angles of vision are considered in a coherent and
thoughtful manner?

6. How would we educate a next generation
of applied researchers such that their grasp of the
full scope of available knowledge informs their
insight as to the most compelling questions to
be asked and the most convincing approaches
to be used toward building studies with optimal
impact?
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Antony Bryant

The Grounded Theory Method

Abstract

procedures, outputs, and evaluation criteria.

The term “grounded theory” was introduced to the research lexicon by Barney Glaser and Anselm
Strauss in the 1960s, particularly with the publication of The Discovery of Grounded Theory in 1967. The
term itself is somewhat misleading since it actually refers to a method that facilitates the development of
new theoretical insights—grounded theories. In this chapter the method is outlined, together with some
background to its appearance and subsequent developments. Later sections describe the main features,

Key Words: grounded theory, grounded theory method, coding, theoretical sensitivity, pragmatism

The term “grounded theory” first came to promi-
nence with the publication of 7he Discovery of
Grounded Theory (hereafter Discovery) by Barney
Glaser and Anselm Strauss in 1967. Since that time,
the term itself has come to encompass a family of
related approaches to research that reaches across many
disciplines, including the social sciences, psychology,
medicine, and many others. Strictly speaking, the term
“grounded theory” refers to the outcome of a research
process that has used the grounded theory method,
but it is quite common for researchers and others
to refer to the method simply as “grounded theory,”
with the context clarifying the meaning. For instance,
when Kathy Charmaz and I were compiling and edit-
ing a Handbook on the topic (Bryant & Charmaz,
20074/2010), I suggested that the title should be 7he
Sage Handbook of the Grounded Theory Method, a sug-
gestion that was immediately and justifiably rejected
by our editor on the grounds that, as far as publishers,
librarians, and researchers were concerned, 7he Sage
Handbook of Grounded Theory was far more recogniz-
able and perfectly self-explanatory. For the purposes
of what follows, however, the term “grounded theory

method”—hereafter GTM—will be used to refer to
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the method, with the term “grounded theory” refer-
ring to the outcome.

Prior to the appearance of Discovery, Glaser
and Strauss had published several papers and also
a book-length study using the GTM, entitled
Awareness of Dying (Glaser & Strauss, 1965; here-
after Awareness). This early work developed from
deeply personal experiences for both of them, Glaser
and Strauss having each recently suffered the loss of
a parent. It is crucial to understand that these deeply
personal experiences of key lifecycle events were an
important facet of the development of the method.
Moreover, similar issues continue to form a key fea-
ture of a good deal of research using GTM, with the
individual researcher or research team being moti-
vated in their work by personal experiences or spe-
cific interests in the area. This is evidenced in many
papers and accounts centered on GTM-oriented
research, and several of the contributors to chap-
ters in the handbook stress this aspect (e.g., Covan
[2007], Star [2007], and Stern [2007]).

Glaser and Strauss were joined in their early
research by Jeanne Quint (later Jeanne Quint
Benoliel), a nursing specialist who transformed the



practice of care for the terminally and chronically ill
in the course of her professional career, eventually
being admitted to the Nursing Academy of Fame
(Quint Benoliel, 1967, 1982, 1996). Some of the
earliest papers on GTM were co-authored not only
by Glaser and Strauss, but also included Quint
(Strauss et al., 1964). Indeed, the acknowledgments
at the beginning of Discovery include reference to a
Public Health Service Research Grant, the funding
for which provided the basis for the work leading to
publication not only of Awareness and Discovery—
and the later book 7ime for Dying (Glaser & Strauss
1968)—but also of Quints own book 7he Nurse
and the Dying Patient (1967). Moreover, Quint’s
interest in the outcomes of the work would almost
certainly have been centered on the ways in which
the research on dying—“awareness” and “time”—
afforded a basis for more effective practice, some-
thing that has always been a central feature and
concern of those developing GTM.

Apart from their own personal experiences of
bereavement, the personal trajectories of both
Glaser and Strauss are critical in understanding
their contributions, joint efforts, and later diver-
gent trajectories with regard to GTM. Anselm
Strauss had studied at the University of Chicago
as a postgraduate and thereafter held posts at vari-
ous colleges and universities, until he returned to
Chicago in the 1950s. At this stage, he worked
with and was influenced by Howard Becker (1963)
and Erving Goffman (1959), continuing the ideas
of the earlier Chicago luminaries such as Herbert
Blumer (1969), and George Herbert Mead (1934,
1938). Blumer is credited with coining the term
symbolic interactionism, in the 1930s, although its
origins are usually linked to the work of Mead. This
basis provided Strauss with a background in social
sciences that stressed the importance of naturalis-
tic forms of inquiry, and his writings include stan-
dard and influential works on social psychology,
many of which went through several revisions and
reprints. In 1960, Strauss moved to the University
of California, San Francisco (UCSF). There, he was
given the responsibility of establishing the teaching
of research methods in the new doctoral program
in nursing, itself something of a key innovation.
By 1968, he had developed his own doctoral pro-
gram in sociology, with a specific focus on health,
illness, and care, and with a clear predilection for
qualitative research. As explained later, his early
background was critical in the initial articulation
of GTM and its later developments, but not always
in the ways that might have been expected.

Barney Glaser studied at Columbia University,
New York, where the key influences and luminaries
were Paul Lazarsfeld and Robert K. Merton; Merton
being ostensibly the supervisor for Glaser’s PhD. The
influence of Lazarsfeld was significant, and, to some
extent, Glaser might be considered as one of the key
adherents and developers of Lazarsfeld’s method-
ological ideas. Glaser himself makes this clear in his
book on Doing Quantitative GT (2008), in which he
clarifies the ways in which Lazarsfeld’s ideas influ-
enced and presaged many key aspects of GTM itself.

In a more recent account of his time at Columbia
(Holton, 2011), however, Glaser places far more
emphasis on the direct influence of Hans Zetterberg
in his intellectual and methodological trajectory.
The overall impact of his time at Columbia was to
imbue Glaser with an agenda that included con-
fidence in pursuing his own research ideas, a sus-
picion of grand conceptualizations and the grand
conceptualizers, and the importance of publishing
one’s work—if necessary, self-publishing. In the
development of GTM, the influence of Lazarsfeld
was particularly important, as will be explained.

In the early 1960s, Glaser moved from New York
to California, and, by the mid-1960s, he and Strauss
had started to collaborate, producing Awareness in
1965, as well as various earlier papers that can be
seen as precursors of GTM. Awareness included a
brief appendix entitled “Methods of Collection and
Analysis of Data.” This is an important early state-
ment of GTM. It notes that both Strauss and Glaser
had experienced bereavements in the years prior to
their research. Strauss’s experience in the death of his
mother had led him to understand the importance
of people’s expectations of the “certainty and timing
of dying” (1965, p. 287). He had set up a prelimi-
nary study and was later joined in this by Barney
Glaser, whose father had recently died. The appen-
dix then offers a succinct summary of the approach
that had been used to produce the foregoing chap-
ters, with mention being made of the importance
of developing the confidence to plunge into the
fieldwork from the outset, generating hypotheses in
subsequent stages as the research progresses, and the
“blurring and intertwining of coding, data collec-
tion and data analysis” (p. 288). Anyone looking for
a starting point in reading about GTM would do
well to start with this appendix.

'The doctoral program at UCSE, founded in 1968,
was very much a proving ground for GTM. Those
among the first groups undertaking this program
were presented with the new research approach, and
many of them subsequently became key propagators
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and developers of the method. Given the settings and
context of Glaser and Strauss’s early research, and
also that the focus of UCSF was on developing
professionals in the areas of medicine, nursing, and
what might be termed health support, it was not
surprising that much of the work emanating from
these GTM pioneers focused on hospital- and
health-oriented issues.

Marking the fortieth anniversary of the doctoral
program in 2008, a member of its first intake made
the following comment:

“I like to refer to this program as The Mouse That
Roared,” says Virginia Olesen, professor emerita in
the Department of Social and Behavioral Sciences

at the UCSF School of Nursing. “This has always
been a tiny program—never more than six or seven
faculty. But, my gosh, the contributions....” (quoted

in Schwartz, 2009)

Strauss can be seen as a pioneer of what would
now be termed the sociology of medicine and
healthcare. Moreover, this initial anchoring in the
healthcare context, combined with the methodolog-
ical innovations, resulted in a rich and varied series
of outputs that have had a significant and continu-
ing influence on social research methods, nursing
practices, and palliative care. Schwartz (2009) does
not exaggerate in summarizing the contributions
as including, “legitimizing the concept of nursing
research, establishing today’s most prominent quali-
tative research methodology and, supplying much
of the ammunition informing the most significant
public discussions about health and health care over
the past half century, from women’s health and
health disparities to aging and the impact of science
and technology.”

With regard to GTM itself, many of the students
from these early years of the program went on to
develop and enhance the method, including Kathy
Charmaz, Juliet Corbin, and Adele Clarke.

Background and Early Development
Although Discovery is rightly regarded as the
founding text of GTM, its role was very much one
of a manifesto, rather than an instructional over-
view or manual. In the opening pages of the book,
Glaser and Strauss argue that the book “is directed
toward improving social scientists” capacities for
generating theories’ (1967, p. vii). They recognize
that not everyone can develop this capacity, but this
does not mean that it should be seen as something
restricted to a few geniuses. Generating “useful the-
ories” requires “a different perspective on the canons
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derived from vigorous quantitative verification on
such issues as sampling, coding, reliability, validity,
indicators, frequency distributions, conceptual for-
mulation, construction of hypotheses, and presen-
tation of evidence. We need to develop canons more
suited to the discovery of theory” (p. vili; emphasis
added).

Glaser and Strauss contended that research in
the social sciences in the United States in the 1960s
was largely centered on the grand theorists and their
grand theories. Thus, doctoral students in particu-
lar were all too often expected to develop propos-
als that emanated from one or other well-founded,
“grand” theoretical position, deriving hypotheses
and then concomitant procedures and tests for vali-
dating these latter deductions. They saw this as a
highly unequal relationship between “theoretical
capitalists” and “proletarian testers.” Moreover, this
emphasis on verification prevented new and useful
theories from being developed. Whether this was
quite as widespread as Glaser and Strauss claim is
not clear; indeed, Strauss himself had come from
a contending orientation—the Chicago School—
that had produced significant work from a fairly
wide range of different researchers. But whatever
the truth of the matter, GTM developed as a reac-
tion against a view of research—quantitative and
hypothesis-oriented—which was prevalent among
the social science research community in the
United States at the time. Conversely, it is impor-
tant to understand that the method was, from the
first, marked far more by its innovative claims and
contribution to research practice than it was by its
critical position with regard to standard approaches.

Kathy Charmaz (2006) has pointed to the dis-
tinctive features of GTM that challenged many of
the core assumptions prevalent among US social
science researchers in the 1960s:

the “arbitrary divisions between theory and research”;
viewing qualitative studies as preparatory for more
rigorous quantitative work; viewing qualitative
research as illegitimate and devoid of rigour;

viewing qualitative studies as impressionistic and
unsystematic; the separation of data collection from
its analysis; seeing the only possible outcome of
qualitative research as “descriptive case studies rather

than theory development.”

It is worth dwelling on these since further con-
sideration will be of particular benefit in prepar-
ing a GTM-oriented research proposal that often
requires engagement with the still conventional
hypothesis-oriented “quantitative canon.”



Research Versus Theory

What Charmaz terms the “arbitrary division
between theory and research” emanates from Glaser
and Strauss’s argument that the social sciences in
the 1960s in the United States had become “frozen”
theoretically. The work of the European founding
fathers of social science—Marx, Weber, Durkheim—
had been supplemented by the work of homegrown
theorists such as Parsons and Merton. This body of
work had then come to be seen as a rich basis for
further research, particularly for doctoral students
and other, relatively inexperienced researchers, who
would enhance existing work through the “canon of
verification” to which Glaser and Strauss alluded in
the opening section of Discovery.

Whatever the merits might have been for this
orthodoxy, Glaser and Strauss individually had
taken issue with it, both conceptually and as part
of their own intellectual trajectories. Strauss had
developed ideas in the field of social psychology and
was heavily and directly influenced by the work of
relatively unconventional social scientists associated
with the various generations of the Chicago School,
particularly those linked to symbolic interactionism.
Glaser, conversely, had direct experience of the ways
in which doctoral research could become a process of
“proletarian testing” under the guidance of “theoreti-
cal capitalists”: Merton was his doctoral supervisor.
In the recent work in which Holton (2011) reports
on a series of interviews with Glaser, he makes it
clear that although he learned a great deal from
Merton and Lazarsfeld, he also consciously trod his
own path, with encouragement from Zetterberg,
who was only his senior by a few years.

In their early statements on GTM, such as
Auwareness and Discovery, Glaser and Strauss not only
wanted to demonstrate the power of their method,
but also to encourage others to follow their example.
In particular, they wanted to encourage early-career
researchers to branch out on their own, confident that
they could and should aim to contribute new theo-
retical insights. The grounded theory method, with
its emphasis on research founded on directly gathered
data, rather than initial hypotheses, offered a route
whereby researchers could aim to produce novel theo-
retical insights in the form of substantive theories—
that is, conceptual statements or models that provided
deep and practical insights into specific contexts, but
that required further work if they were to provide the
basis for more general purposes (see later discussion).

The overall impact of this means that there are
firm justifications for the preparation of research
proposals that can indeed eschew hypothesis testing

as the starting point of research and instead specify
objectives based on developing new conceptual
models, framework, or theories. These outcomes
can be evaluated using Glaser and Strauss’ criteria
of fit, grab, work, and modifiability. Thus, the view
that research is something based on existing theories
can be challenged, offering the alternative propo-
sition whereby theories and hypotheses can be the
results of a research project. This is not to suggest
that the latter viewpoint eclipses the former, but
rather that the sequence of “theory then hypotheses
then research” can be supplemented or replaced by
the sequence “research then theory and hypotheses.”

The Status of Qualitative Research

For many researchers and, perhaps more impor-
tantly, for many disciplinary and research domain
gatekeepers, valid research ought to be quantita-
tive. The epigram of Lord Kelvin (Sir William
Thompson) is often (mis)quoted in this regard: “If
you cannot measure it, you cannot (control) improve
it.” A more extended version runs as follows

In physical science the first essential step in the
direction of learning any subject is to find principles
of numerical reckoning and practicable methods for
measuring some quality connected with it. I often say
that when you can measure what you are speaking
about, and express it in numbers, you know something
about it; but when you cannot measure it, when

you cannot express it in numbers, your knowledge

is of a meagre and unsatisfactory kind; it may be the
beginning of knowledge, but you have scarcely in your
thoughts advanced to the state of Science, whatever
the matter may be. [PLA, vol. 1, “Electrical Units

of Measurement,” 1883-05- 03] available at http://
zapatopi.net/kelvin/quotes/. Accessed July 26, 2012

Kelvin also argued, however, that “radio has no
future,” “X-rays will prove to be a hoax,” warned the
Niagara Falls Power Company that I “trust you will
avoid the gigantic mistake of alternating current’;
and stated in his address to the British Association for
the Advancement of Science, in 1900, that “There
is nothing new to be discovered in physics now, All
that remains is more and more precise measure-
ment.” (This last statement is somewhat disputed,
since the original source cannot be confirmed.) So
much for Lord Kelvin’s prognostications!

All too often, researchers have made the mistake
of measuring what can be measured, rather than
attending to investigating the key issues—whether
or not they are amenable to simple, or not-so-simple,
quantification. Glaser and Strauss could have
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counted the number of patients who died in the
various hospital wards they investigated; they could
also have looked at the number of days or hours that
elapsed between admission to hospital and eventual
demise. These might have produced some meaning-
ful outcomes, but the concepts of “awareness” and
“time” would not have emanated from such studies.

Kelvin’s longer quote expresses the view that
nonquantitative studies are “at best” a preliminary
to true knowledge (which must always be quantita-
tive), but the results of the burgeoning of qualita-
tive research that has developed at least since the
1960s indicate something very different. The out-
comes of qualitative research can indeed be poor,
ill-defined, lacking in rigor, and of little practical
use; but so too can the outcomes of quantitative
research. Moreover, thanks to the efforts of Glaser
and Strauss—as well as many others who have con-
tributed to innovation in research practice in many
disciplines—qualitative research can be carried out
in accord with clear and coherent criteria, laying a
foundation for rigorous claims to knowledge and
conceptual and theoretical innovation.

As will be seen in the sections that follow, there is
an issue with regard to the distinction between con-
ceptual innovation and impressionistic (re)descrip-
tion, but this is no more problematic for qualitative
research than issues around statistical significance
and meaningless or ambiguous measurement are for
quantitative research. The key point is that Glaser
and Strauss’ work in the 1960s and beyond needs to
be recognized as forming a significant contribution
to the knowledge claims of qualitative research meth-
ods and outcomes—many of which are now far more
widely accepted if not widely taken for granted.

Data Collection and Analysis

One of Glaser’s teachers at Columbia was Paul
Lazarsfeld, now considered to be one of the key
influences in the development of investigative
and experimental methods in sociology. Many
of the existing taken-for-granted methods in
applied social research were, in fact, developed
by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues, and one of his
key concerns was to combine quantitative and
qualitative approaches. Before immigrating to
the United States, Lazarsfeld lived and worked
in Vienna. During this period, he was one of the
key researchers and authors of the Marienthal
study (Lazarsfeld et al., 1933/1971), which has
since become a classic in the sociological canon.
The study was an investigation of one Austrian
village—Marienthal—and was pioneering in its
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in-depth analysis, combining both quantitative
and qualitative approaches. In his later work,
Lazarsfeld developed the methodological insights
gained from this and other studies (1972), pub-
lishing several key texts on methods (most nota-
bly Lazarsfeld and Rosenberg [1955]—and many
editions thereafter); and, in these, he warned
researchers about the dangers of simple coding
and classification techniques, often stressing the
need for researchers to analyze their data as it was
in the process of being collected and categorized.

Much of this resonates with Glaser and Strauss’
characterization of GTM, albeit in a far less ame-
nable and articulated form. Although there are now
several variants of the method, one of the key aspects
of any truly grounded method study is the way in
which the processes of gathering, sorting, and analyz-
ing the data continue simultaneously and iteratively.
At later stages of the research, data will be sorted into
or compared against categories or codes, but these
will themselves be products of the earlier stages of the
research, rather than delineations and distinctions
preconceived prior to the start of the study itself.

This intertwining might be thought of as a spi-
ral, with foundations in the early data, gathered
in a wide and encompassing manner, then mov-
ing upward and inward toward a more focused
and directed view of some key aspect or aspects of
the research domain. As Glaser and Strauss dem-
onstrated in their early studies, and as many have
since demonstrated, this approach can result in
detailed models or theories that combine concep-
tual cogency with relevance and utility.

The Results and Value of
Qualitative Research

In some cases, qualitative research can produce
outcomes that can be criticized as failing to offer
more than impressionistic (re)description—that is,
simply taking various accounts or observations of
some domain of interest and weaving them into
a narrative with little or no conceptual depth or
practical relevance. As stated earlier, however, an
equivalent failing also haunts the world of quantita-
tive methods: results that are based on incorrect or
inaccurate use of statistical methods and meaning-
less or ambiguous hypotheses (see Goldacre’s vivid
and readable account of “Bad Science,” 2009; also
his blog at http://www.badscience.net/). Research
is a process fraught with a variety of pitfalls and
problems requiring a combination of skill, experi-
ence, serendipity, and, sometimes, plain dumb luck.
This applies equally to all forms of research, whether
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predominantly quantitative, qualitative, or a combi-
nation of several methods and approaches.

Glaser and Strauss, from the very beginning of
their work together, stressed that the outcomes of
a grounded theory study—that is, the grounded
theory itself—had to adhere to some specific cri-
teria, but ones that were distinct from those often
held up as necessary for hypothesis-based, deduc-
tive research. They termed these grab, fir, work, and
modifiabiliry. At first sight, these might appear to
be somewhat vague, but the terms are explained in
some detail in the latter chapters of Awareness and
sections of Discovery.

As 1 have explained elsewhere (Bryant, 2009),
the use of these terms can best be understood in
the light of the work and ideas of the pragmatists,
specifically John Dewey (1999) and William James
(1904). Dewey, in particular, promoted the idea of
theories as tools—to be judged by their usefulness,
rather than their truthfulness. This link between
pragmatism and GTM was rarely mentioned by
Glaser and Strauss in their joint publications in
the 1960s, and Glaser never makes any reference
to it in his later, solo writings. Strauss, for his part,
does refer to pragmatism as “a red thread running
through my work” (1993, p. 22) in his last book,
Continual Permutations of Action, which is not
regarded as part of his output on GTM and quali-
tative methods. Strauss was heavily influenced by
pragmatism via his contact with G. H. Mead and
others associated with the early Chicago School. In
Awareness, chapter 14 is entitled “The Practical Use
of Awareness Theory” (p. 259), and the footnote on
that page does make specific reference to Dewey’s
concept of a theory as something that is instrumen-
tal. But this is perhaps the only indication in Glaser
and Strausss work—in concert or individually—
of any relationship between GTM and pragma-
tism. Whatever the actual and acknowledged links
between pragmatism and GTM might be, situat-
ing these four criteria against pragmatist ideas does
shed light on each of the terms, enhancing the ways
in which they can be understood as guidelines for
evaluating the outcomes of research as follows:

e Grab: This is a characteristic of a substantive
grounded theory. It relates to Dewey’s idea of a
theory being judged in terms of its usefulness,
rather than on any abstract principle of veracity.
If a grounded theory has grab, this might be
demonstrated in the way in which the actors from
the research setting respond when it is explained
to them—they will understand and engage with

it, using it in their activities and practices. Jeanne
Quint’s development of innovative nursing
practices and the ways in which these were taken
up by colleagues and fellow professionals are prime
examples of this feature.

e Fiz: This term refers to the need for theoretical
insights to adhere to the substantive context, rather
than to the predilections or biases (conscious or
unwitting) of the researcher(s). Glaser offers further
thoughts on this issue in 7heoretical Sensitivity
(1978), stressing that the categories resulting
from a GTM study should fit the data. How this
is accomplished, and the cogency with which it
is demonstrated and argued, will depend on the
researcher(s) and the relevant published outputs. It
should be thought of as an overarching aim to be
striven toward in any GTM-oriented research.

® Work: This again builds on the idea of a theory
as a tool. Tools are useful within specific contexts
or for specific tasks. There are no general-purpose
tools suited to all and every situation and job.

The anticipated outcome of a GTM-oriented
research project ought to be a substantive grounded
theory—that is, one that is of use in the context
from which it has been drawn and within which it
has been grounded. Thus, any such theory ought
to be able to offer explanations and insights that
perhaps previously were unrecognized or implicit
and also provide a basis for consideration of future
actions and directions. If such a substantive theory
is then enhanced and developed to a wider class

of contexts, it can claim formal status. One of the
earliest examples of this was Strauss’s work on
negotiated orders (Strauss, 1978), which extended
some of the aspects of the research that led to
Glaser and Strauss’s early writings.

® Modifiability: One of Glaser and Strauss’s
criticisms of hypothesis-based research was that,
far too often, by the time a research project had
been completed—passing from derivation and
proposal, through investigation, to eventual proof
or disproof—things had moved on and, as a
consequence, the finding and conclusions proved to
be of little or no relevance. Furthermore, the process
of conceptual discovery is not to be thought of as a
once-and-for-all activity, but rather as a continuing
and continuous dialogue. Thus, grounded theories
have to be understood as modifiable, rather than as
fixed, definitive statements for all time.

Epistemological and Ontological Issues

Practical men, who believe themselves to be
quite exempt from any intellectual influence,
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are usually the slaves of some defunct economist.

— (John Maynard Keynes, 1964, p. 383)

The 1960s witnessed various other challenges
to academic orthodoxy, although these seem not to
have been of any real concern to Glaser or Strauss,
since neither one makes extended reference to them
in their writings on GTM and associated method-
ological matters. One of the key challenges emanated
from a variety of critiques of what was perceived as
the dominant model of social science research and
theorizing in the United States at the time, most
notably the structural-functionalist approach exem-
plified in the work of Talcott Parsons (1949, 1951).
Apart from being seen as inherently conservative
in its orientation, this stance was also criticized for
placing far more emphasis on social structures and
stability at the expense of social actors and agency.
Part of the reaction to this view came from the work
of the Chicago School of sociology, which stressed
the importance of social actors’ views in creating and
sustaining social contexts and institutions, including,
in the 1950s and early 1960s, the work of Strauss
himself; as well as others such as Erving Goffman
and Howard Becker (Becker, 1963; Becker, Geer,
Hughes, & Strauss, 1961; Goffman, 1959).

With hindsight one can see the continuity
between this facet of the Chicago School and the
development of GTM. A significant aspect of the
grounded nature of GTM arises from its focus on
direct participation in the research context by the
researcher(s), often including observation of and
interviews with those involved. As will be explained
later, the derivation of initial codes that encapsulate
key features of the research context can themselves
originate with the outcomes of these early inter-
views, based on the actual words and phrases used
by the interviewees.

As has already been argued, GTM was presented
by Glaser and Strauss as a challenge to the orthodoxy
of research practice at the time. Moreover, it appears
reasonable to argue that another aspect of their chal-
lenge drew on the ideas Strauss in particular had
encountered, and contributed to, during his time in
Chicago. Similarly Glaser had himself taken on, and
significantly enhanced, some of the methodological
insights on offer from familiarity with Lazarsfeld and
colleagues at Columbia. So there is a case to be made
for the influence of these lineages in the develop-
ment of GTM, although this is in no way to detract
from the innovative nature of GTM itself.

What is surprising, however, is the lack of any
engagement with a further aspect of the range of
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challenges to academic orthodoxy at the time, as
embodied in the work of Thomas Kuhn. Kuhn’s
book 7The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962)
created a major stir in the 1960s and is now regarded
by many as one of the key works of the twentieth
century. Apart from anything else, he challenged
widely accepted views of science, scientific research,
and the ways in which our knowledge of the world
has developed and might be thought of as progress-
ing in the future. His use of the term “paradigm”
undermined the view that one could observe the
world from a completely neutral position. At around
the same time, Peter Berger and Thomas Luckman
encapsulated a similar set of arguments in their book
The Social Construction of Reality (1966), and both
books contributed to what can be termed a construc-
tivist or interpretivist model of knowledge—that is,
that our understanding of reality is apprehended and
sustained through social processes and interactions.

This position was articulated specifically to
challenge various forms of positivism that, broadly
understood, assumes the possibility of some neutral
form of observation as a basis for discovery, testing of
theories, hypotheses, and other claims to knowledge.
The 1960s was marked by a variety of attacks on vari-
ous forms of “conventional wisdom,” and Glaser and
Strauss’s work can be seen as one component of this.
What is surprising, however, is that neither Glaser
nor Strauss makes any extended reference to any of
these other, contemporary developments. Kuhn’s
argument incorporated what was seen by many as
a highly unflattering characterization of science in
nonrevolutionary periods—which he termed “nor-
mal science”—as “puzzle solving,” rather than what
might be termed discovery of new knowledge.

This resonates to a large extent with Glaser and
Strauss’s criticism of social science research as “pro-
letarian testing” of the grand conceptions of the
“theoretical capitalists.” Conversely, one of the main
thrusts of Kuhn’s argument was that scientific revo-
lutions amounted to a paradigm shift, which was not
simply an enhancement of previous knowledge but
a completely different way of seeing the world. For
instance, the shift from a geocentric view of the uni-
verse to a heliocentric one involves studying com-
mon aspects of the natural world but seeing them
in totally different ways. Likewise, someone with a
grounding in natural sciences from the late seven-
teenth or early eighteenth centuries would, quite
literally, see things very differently from someone
with a grounding in natural sciences from the late
eighteenth century onward—something illustrated
by Kuhn in his description of the work undertaken



by Joseph Priestley in the late eighteenth century.
Priestley is now accredited with discovering oxygen,
but Kuhn argues that Priestley’s own account of his
experimental findings indicates that he continued
to adhere to accepted wisdom rather than accept
what we would now understand as the idea of air
and other materials being composed of basic ele-
ments such as oxygen. (Priestley argued to his dying
days that his observations were of something called
“de-phlogisticated air,” whereas Lavoisier, who
heard of and repeated Priestley’s experiments, wrote
about his observations of the properties of oxygen.)

One of the key consequences of the ideas of Kuhn
and others was that there was no such thing as a neu-
tral standpoint from which to observe and explain
the world. Taken further, this leads on to the argu-
ment that the ways in which we describe the world,
using language, are not neutral or transparent; lan-
guage is not simply a way of describing reality, it is
actually a crucial part of how we constitute reality.
Taken as a whole, these developments—many of
which actually predate the twentieth century in
one form or another—culminated in the 1960s in
a concerted attack on simple and straightforward
ideas about data and observation. But neither Glaser
nor Strauss ever took these up in any way. On the
contrary, Glaser and Strauss, whether in their collab-
orative or separate contributions, consistently treat
“data” as an uncomplicated concept. Moreover, in
using the term “emergence” in a passive and unem-
bodied sense—as in “the theory emerges from the
data”—they cannot help but oversimplify the nature
of data and the process of “discovery,” also obscuring
the active role of researchers in shaping the develop-
ment of codes, categories, and concepts.

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, GTM had
grown in popularity, particularly following the pub-
lication of Strauss’s solo work Qualitative Analysis
Jfor Social Scientists (Strauss, 1987) and his collabor-
ative work with Juliet Corbin, Basics of Qualitative
Research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998)—now in
its third edition (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Many
doctoral researchers and others more advanced in
their academic and research careers were taking up
GTM, presenting proposals and findings that drew
on Discovery and Basics in particular. Reviewers and
research advisers found themselves presented with
proposals that did not emanate from clearly formu-
lated research questions or present hypotheses to
be tested but that rather outlined generic areas of
concern or specific contexts to be explored prior to
articulation of clear objectives or issues. Moreover,
research papers reported findings in which categories

were derived from the intertwining of simultaneous
and iterative processes of data gathering and analy-
sis, with the outcomes often presented as having
“emerged from the data.”

This presented evaluators, reviewers, and asses-
sors in general with a number of problems and
concerns. Some of these emanated from the inno-
vations in the method itself, others from the ways
in which researchers reported their findings and the
details of the processes they followed.

Innovations

For those used to assessing research propos-
als in terms of the hypotheses presented or the
clarity of the objectives articulated at the outset,
GTM-oriented examples were something of a
conundrum. Often, such proposals gave only a very
generic and ill-defined account of the nature of the
planned research, with little if any overview of the
relevant literature, and only the slightest indication
of the detailed instruments and methods to be used.
This led to GTM proposals being treated as lacking
in sufficient detail for any assessments to be made,
and the method itself was seen as apparently provid-
ing the researchers—particularly doctoral and mas-
ters students—with a justification for only a limited
amount of preparation prior to embarking on vari-
ous, often ill-defined, research activities. Thus, the
strengths of the method had come to be seen as
its inherent weaknesses. In part, this was based on
a misunderstanding of GTM by those in positions
of authority claiming knowledge of methods, but it
was also due to the ways in which the method was
described in various texts and the manner in which it
was then taken up by enthusiastic but inexperienced
researchers keen to use alternative approaches.

Reporting of Findings

Although there may have been misgivings with
regard to use of GTM and, as a consequence,
some basis for limiting its growth, in many areas—
particularly those associated with the pioneering
work that emanated from UCSF in the 1960s and
early 1970s—a significant proportion of research
publications claimed use of GTM. It rapidly
became the most widely claimed of any qualitative
method, and, in some areas, it eclipsed all other
methods—qualitative and  quantitative—taken
together. Editors and reviewers, however, were often
perplexed by some of the GTM-oriented papers that
they received. In many cases, these papers seemed
to indicate that GTM amounted to nothing much
more than stages of data gathering—usually in the
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form of open-ended interviews—followed by analy-
sis of this data to produce codes or categories, which
then mysteriously led to the “emergence” of some
end result. This result itself was sometimes termed a
“grounded theory,” but often its conceptual or theo-
retical claims seemed at best weak and often nonex-
istent. Moreover, the writers of such accounts often
stated that they deliberately ignored any literature
that might have shed light on the generic research
area and had set off on their research “without any
preconceptions” or had somehow discounted any
potentially relevant experiences, ideas, or preexist-
ing knowledge that might influence their inves-
tigations. Terms such as “theoretical sensitivity,”
“emergence,” “theoretical sampling,” and “theoreti-
cal saturation”—sometimes accompanied by fleet-
ing references to “grab,” “fit,” and “work’—were
perhaps mentioned (often merely in passing) to
provide some indicators of rigor and substantiation,
but the overall effect on many reviewers and their
ilk was one of bewilderment and suspicion.

Constructivist GTM

The overall result of these shortcomings was
that GTM came to be regarded as methodologi-
cally frivolous or near vacuous. Those with positiv-
ist inclinations, particularly if they adhered to Lord
Kelvin’s assumptions concerning measurement and
quantitative techniques, saw GTM as lacking in
any firm foundation (no hypotheses at the outset)
and deficient in terms of rigor (no measurement or
quantitative verification). Conversely, those with
interpretivist predispositions regarded the method
as naive and simplistic, given the characterizations
offered by its progenitors—and then parroted by
users—of terms such as “data,” “emergence,” and
“induction.” Lois Wacquant (2002, p. 1481) encap-
sulated this when he described the method as one
founded on “an epistemological fairy-tale.”

From the 1960s until the mid-1990s, neither
Glaser nor Strauss ever engaged with the ways in
which the work of Kuhn, Berger and Luckman,
and others of a similar ilk undermined conventional
ideas about data, observation, and knowledge claims.
Given the central role played by “data,” particularly
in Glaser’s writings, this seems somewhat strange;
after all, Glaser and Strauss had set out to challenge
the research orthodoxy, including those who acted as
the gatekeepers and evaluators of theoretical legiti-
macy and authority. Kuhn’s ideas similarly sought
to question the basis on which claims to knowledge
were based; a critical enterprise that continues to this
day. As I have argued elsewhere (Bryant, 2009), this
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omission was particularly perplexing with regard to
Strauss, given his background, steeped in the work
of G. H. Mead and pragmatism.

Whatever the rationales behind both Glaser’s
and Strauss’s specific failures to engage with these
issues and ideas, there was no way that GTM could
remain remote from or indifferent to them. By the
mid-1990s, Kathy Charmaz had begun to articulate
what she termed a “constructivist” form of GTM,
and, in the second edition of the Handbook of
Qualitative Research (Charmaz, 2000), she developed
her argument, contrasting “constructivist” GTM
with “objectivist” GTM, as espoused by Glaser.

For Charmaz, GTM had to take account of the
active role of the researcher in moving from data
collection through analysis to coding, then iterating
through further stages of collection and analysis and
coding. Thus, codes and categories did not “emerge”
but were the product of deliberate interpretation by
the researcher(s). She contrasted this view of GTM
with what she termed Glasers “objectivist one,”
which treats data as something uncovered by the
research process, leading to the unearthing of codes
and categories, and virtually effacing the researcher
as an active participant. Thus, in her later book,
Charmaz (20006) used the title Constructing Grounded
Theory, rather than Glaser and Strauss’s Discovery.

Soon after this, in the late 1990s and quite inde-
pendently, I had begun to develop a similar view.
I had been presented with several research propos-
als that alluded to GTM, and, in many cases, this
was no more than a thin veneer, hiding the student’s
inability to state any clear ideas regarding specific
objectives, lack of familiarity with the literature, or
aversion to rigorous methods, particularly quantita-
tive ones—sometimes all three. In most cases, when
challenged, the student would agree to revise the
proposal, remedying the deficiencies and opting to
use some other, more prescriptive method. One stu-
dent, however, persevered with GTM and was able
to respond to the criticisms in a manner that indi-
cated the strengths of the method. My own further
examination of texts and sources such as Awareness,
Discovery, and Basics, indicated that there were
indeed valuable and important features of GTM, but
that these needed to be separated from the language
within which much of the GTM-oriented literature
was based—what I termed “the GTM mantra.”

Writers claiming use of GTM often resort to
variations or verbatim quotes of one or more of what
might best be termed “the mantras of grounded the-
orists™—for example, “entering the research domain
with an open mind,” “allowing the theory to emerge



from the data,” “letting the data speak for themselves/
itself.” Invocation of any or all of these should not
be seen as inevitably leading to inadequate research,
although, as has already been pointed out, such state-
ments inevitably lead many reviewers and evaluators
to be suspicious of or discount whatever follows.

In the wake of the work undertaken by Charmaz,
myself, and others to develop the method in the
light of the critiques of positivism or objectivism—
particularly those emanating from a constructivist
or interpretivist position—two issues come to the
fore for anyone using or evaluating GTM:

e Data now becomes a problematic
concept and cannot simply be incorporated
into research without further consideration.
Glaser’s admonition against “immaculate
conceptualization” is an indispensable part of
the researcher’s mindset, but equally essential
is an understanding that although the original
meaning of “datum” (plural “data”) is something
that is “given”—i.e., obvious and apparent and
ready-to- hand—our processes of cognition are
not as mechanistic and simple as this.

e Developing from this is the argument that
participants in research settings will encompass
multiple standpoints and conceptions of the specific
context. Farly statements of GTM clearly incorporate
this to some extent; for instance, the work on
awareness describes the ways in which different
people develop and communicate their awareness
across different settings. But this range of viewpoints
must also include the researcher or research team—
something that is missing in early GTM writings and
was not really attended to in any systematic manner
until Charmaz’s work from the late 1990s onward.

In 2006, Kathy Charmaz published an extended
statement of constructivist GTM—Constructing
Grounded Theory, thus contrasting this approach with
one oriented around “discovery.” Charmaz argues that
taking an explicitly constructivist standpoint does
impact on the research itself, since data collection
will necessarily involve researchers taking account of
people’s meanings, intentions, actions, and interpreta-
tions both in terms of actually engaging with partici-
pants—using interviews—or for other forms of data
collection, such as observation. Moreover, this leads
to a specifically reflective position on the part of the
researcher who now has to consider his or her own
participation and interaction in the research setting,

Since the 1990s, researchers have been faced
with a number of possible forms of GTM. Initially,

the fundamental distinction was that between
Glaser’s work and Strauss’s later writings, particu-
larly his joint work with Corbin. This distinction
centers on a number of issues around the process
of the method itself, particularly ideas about cod-
ing and the use of various frameworks or guidelines
for developing concepts. The distinction between
Glaser’s “orthodox” or “traditional” or “objectiv-
ist” GTM and constructivist GTM relates to the
ways in which researchers seek to couch the form of
justification for their ideas—constructed or discov-
ered. Although there has been a good deal of debate
around this issue, when it comes to carrying out
research itself, one’s epistemological stance is often
only of passing interest. The most important feature
of research is its outcome, and it seems to make little
or no difference whether the researcher conducted
the research from a positivist/objectivist viewpoint
or an interpretivist/constructivist one. Glaser and
Strauss were correct to see the criteria of a research
outcome—concept, theory, framework, or model—
in terms of grab and fit, thereby offering alternative
criteria for evaluating research outcomes.

The conclusion with regard to GTM and episte-
mology is that, although it may be useful for research-
ers to clarify their own disposition, ultimately, this
may not really be a factor of any great import. In
which case Wacquant’s jibe evaporates, and the true
value of GTM lies in its application and impact on
the research contexts in which it has been used.

GTM in Practice
The Grounded Theory Method (GTM) comprises a
systematic, inductive, and comparative approach for
conducting inquiry for the purpose of constructing
theory (Charmaz, 2006; Charmaz & Henwood,
2007). The method is designed to encourage
researchers” persistent interaction with their data,
while remaining constantly involved with their
emerging analyses. Data collection and analysis
proceed simultaneously and each informs and
streamlines the other. The GTM builds empirical
checks into the analytic process and leads researchers
to examine all possible theoretical explanations
for their empirical findings. The iterative process
of moving back and forth between empirical
data and emerging analysis makes the collected
data progressively more focused and the analysis
successively more theoretical. GTM is currently the
most widely used and popular qualitative research
method across a wide range of disciplines and
subject areas. Innumerable doctoral students have
successfully completed their degrees using GTM.
(Bryant & Charmaz, 20076, p. 1)
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GTM is a method for qualitative research.'
It offers an alternative to hypothesis-based research,
stipulating that, at the outset, the researcher(s)
should not seek to articulate concepts or hypotheses
to be tested, but rather that the initial aim should be
to gather data as the basis for developing the research
project in its initial stages. This can appear perplexing
both to researchers and assessors, since there seems
to be little in the way of guidance with regard to the
research topic itself. In practice, however, researchers
always do have some idea of their topics of interest
and should be able to offer some initial characteriza-
tion of the contexts that they are keen to study. This
may be a specific location, a set of practices, or spe-
cific issues that have engaged the researcher’s interest.

Glaser and Strauss were keen for researchers to
approach their study without having formulated
ideas about the nature of the “problem” or the spe-
cific research question to be asked. In this way, they
wanted researchers to be ready to be surprised by
their findings, rather than looking for things based
on their preconceived ideas. In some cases, research-
ers have misunderstood this admonition and have
made mysterious and frankly laughable claims along
the lines of “ignoring” or somehow disconnecting
from their own existing knowledge of potentially
relevant ideas, concepts, and other materials. (It is
this claim, together with the magical invocation of
“theory emerging from the data,” that lies at the heart
of accusations of GTM being founded on an episte-
mological fairytale.) Ian Dey (2007) has provided a
pithy corrective to this, which should be remembered
by all researchers, whether or not they use GTM: “an
open mind is not the same as an empty head.”

Bearing this in mind, a grounded theory study
should begin with some characterization of the
research context and can then continue with the
posing of some open-ended and wide-ranging ques-
tions. Glaser and Strauss suggested the following

high-level GTM questions:

® What is happening here? (Glaser, 1978)

e What is this data a study of? (Glaser, 1978,
p. 57, Glaser & Strauss, 1967)

® What theoretical category does this datum
indicate? (Glaser, 1978) (“What Is Grounded
Theory,” PowerPoint presentation, Kathy Charmaz,
2008 http://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/208/1/What_is_
Grounded_Theory.ppt)

If researchers are concerned or confused about
the term “data,” Glaser has clearly and consis-
tently affirmed that “All is data.” This means that

126 THE GROUNDED THEORY METHOD

researchers can and should plunge into their research
context and start looking for data. This may be in
the form of initial, open-ended interviews, but it
can also be in the form of observations, texts, docu-
ments, and anything else that might be relevant.

One of the developments emanating from the
constructivist account of GTM can be seen in the
range of basic questions that a researcher should
be prepared to pose at the outset of a research
project. This is not to say that, prior to this,
GTM researchers failed to consider such issues;
rather, that the constructivist position necessarily
prompts researchers toward such considerations.
Thus, Charmaz (2006) offers several further ques-
tions that develop GTM in a more specifically con-
structivist manner than is evident in Glaser’s and
Strauss’s work. She stresses that articulations of
answers to the “what is happening here?” question
lead to consideration of “basic social processes”
and/or “basic psychological processes,” which
Glaser mentions in 7heoretical Sensitivity (1978).
Unlike Glaser, however, who remains silent on
such matters, Charmaz stresses that such consid-
eration depends on the assessments and judgments
made by the researcher(s) reflecting on the find-
ings, and such reflection may encompass analysis
of the data using further questions such as:

e From whose viewpoint is a given process
fundamental?

e How do participants’ actions construct
[observed social processes]?

e Who exerts control over these processes?

e What meanings do different participants
attribute to the process? (Charmaz, 2006, p. 20)

Taken together, all of this gives some guidance
to researchers who are faced with the inevitable and
awkward issue of how and where to start the research.
But it provides a very different starting point from
more traditional methods, particularly those devel-
oping from hypotheses. This latter approach has
been described as deductive, since the hypotheses
are often derived—deduced—from existing theo-
retical frameworks or models. This allows research-
ers to frame a specific research question, which then
guides later activities such as the initial engagement
with the research context, sampling, method, and
analysis. Researchers following GTM eschew this
strategy in favor of a far more open-ended one that
many have described as inductive, since it relies on
gathering data from which more generic patterns or
conceptualizations can be ascertained.
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In an age of formal evaluations and institutional
review boards or committees, this can be problem-
atic, since researchers will usually be expected to offer
clear and concise research questions or hypotheses at
the outset, accompanied by a critical review of the
relevant literature, in order to sustain the argument
that the proposed research offers some value and
validity in terms of novelty or affirmation of existing
claims. GTM-based research needs to provide other
criteria at these early stages, and this can be prob-
lematic. Glaser’s position has always been that GTM
researchers should avoid the relevant literature at
the outset, but, in practice, this often proves impos-
sible and inadvisable. Review committees expect that
researchers can position their proposals against exist-
ing work, and this can only be done on the basis of
a critical review of the literature. Moreover, GTM
researchers themselves often point out that they need
to explore existing work in order to have confidence
in their own studies and ideas.

In recent years, there has been a burgeoning litera-
ture offering guidelines and justifications for many
qualitative research methods specifically aimed at
assisting reviewers and evaluators, as well as research-
ers, in assessing proposals oriented around methods
such as GTM (see Bryant, 2012). This should pro-
vide a more supportive basis for consideration of such
proposals, particularly GTM, where the initial stages
provide such a crucial aspect in guiding the later ones.

Coding, Memoing, Theoretical
Sampling, Theoretical Saturation

For many people, GTM is regarded as a method
that relies on “coding”; indeed, for some, this is
the be-all and end-all of the method. Thus, some
research papers claiming use of GTM offer nothing
further than reference to interview data, together
with some codes that have been developed from
that material. The outcome is then presented in
the form of a diagrammatic model linking these
together in some manner. Partly as a consequence
of this, many editors and reviewers have something
of a low regard for GTM. Many researchers, how-
ever particularly those in the early stages of their
careers and undertaking doctoral research, start to
use GTM and find themselves overwhelmed by the
outcome of early coding exercises on their data. It is
not unusual for such researchers to produce several
hundred codes from one or two initial interviews
and then to double this number for subsequent
ones—not so much “saturation” as inundation.

As was pointed out earlier, coding was not
unique to Glaser and Strauss’s conception of GTM,

although the way in which it is incorporated into
the method certainly was, in that codes are devel-
oped subsequent to the start of data gathering. For
many researchers, GTM relies on interview data,
and this forms the source material for coding. But it
is worth recalling Glaser’s diccum of “all is data” and
understanding this as encompassing many other
types of source material, for example, documents,
articles, web pages, tweets, and so on.

To illustrate some of the issues around coding
and the way in which the method progresses, it is
best to use some examples, even if they are some-
what constrained. To start with, Table 7.1 shows an
extract from a paper on GTM (Giske & Artinian,
2007); the text on the left-hand side is taken ver-
batim from an interview, the comments on the
right-hand side are the researchers’ initial codes.

These initial codes can be thought of as ways in
which the researcher has sought to highlight some
key aspects of the “data.” For those writing from a
basis in “traditional” GTM, as claimed and exem-
plified by Glaser’s work, this is seen and described
in terms of the initial stages in the process of emer-
gence. But the use of a phrase such as “the theory
emerges from the data” is problematic, since it oblit-
erates the active roles of the researcher(s). Different
researchers may well look at the same data and pro-
duce a range of codes; some may well be common
to several or all co-researchers, others may only have
been developed by one researcher. The example in
Table 7.1 is the work of more than one researcher
and so may well have come about in its published
form only after discussion and revision among the
research team. This is grist to the mill for those
working within a constructivist orientation; different
people will construct or develop codes as the result
of complex interactions between themselves and the
“data.” This goes on in a far less formal manner all
the time and is readily exemplified by the comments
section appended to articles on the web; these often
result in such disparate comments from readers that
one wonders if they have all read the same article.

In GTM, the coding process is far more rigorous
and develops through use of the method, as will be
described later. But, to demonstrate the initial stages,
readers are invited to look at the brief extract—
Table 7.2—from an article published in the UK
newspaper The Guardian in late March 2012 as this
essay was first being drafted. The column on the
right-hand side has been left blank; in a manner sim-
ilar to that shown in the earlier extract, try to come
up with some initial codes of your own. Details of
the full article are given as Doctorow (2012).
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Table 7.1 Open coding example extracted from Giske & Artinian

Data

Open coding

Sometimes you think about the worst, you know, but
they have informed me that they have taken so many
tests; I have been to gynaecological examination,
they have taken lots of blood samples, and my liver

is OK, and they find nothing. But even though it lies
there smouldering. (Interview 3)

It is important for me to get to know, to be able to
move on, either with treatment, that I am well, or
that I have to live with this. If they can tell me; OK,
this is nothing dangerous, you can come to controls,
so can I manage to live with the pain. But I have to
know the reason why it is so. (Interview 9)

I read a book I brought and I listen to music to possess
another world while I am here. I need to overcome a

Thinks about the worst

Uncertain despite many
samples and no findings

Smoulders

Wants to know to move on

Can live with it if She knows why

Try to think of other things

threshold to get rid of what my head is full of.

Source: A personal experience of working with classical grounded theory: From beginner to experienced grounded

theorist?

Table 7.3 shows the codes that I have made on
the basis of my reading of the “data.” Some of the
codes you have produced may be similar to those
on the right-hand side, others may well be differ-
ent. The constructivist orientation clarifies the
interactive process that undetlies the production—
construction—of these codes. Those you have pro-
duced will depend not only on the extract itself, but
also on a host of other factors bearing on your own
experiences, interests, and way of understanding
and interpreting the extract itself.

One possible set of codes, differing markedly from
those in Table 7.3, might have come from someone
deciding to focus on the extract from a journalistic
perspective, one responding to the question “what is

happening here?” in the sense of contextualizing the
article as something published by a British newspaper
generally regarded as taking a liberal, or left-of-center
stance on many aspects, particularly those concern-
ing citizens’ privacy and rights. There is no right or
wrong set of codes to be derived from this initial
process; only codes that might prove to be useful
in developing an explanation, a model, a theory of
some aspect of social life. Glaser and Strauss exempli-
fied this in their early work, with their first extended
GTM publication focusing on “awareness” and their
subsequent one focusing on “time.”

There are several ways in which initial codes can be
developed, and researchers can and should try several
of them when first starting to use GTM. The coder in

Table 7.2 Coding exercise: open/initial coding

Data

Many big firms use “lawful interception”
appliances that monitor all employee
communications, including logins to banks,
health providers, family members, and
other personal sites. Even firms that don’t
require self-signed certificates in their
employees’ computers may use keyloggers,
screenloggers, and other spying tools to
watch what you do and capture your
passwords. If your employer, school, or
institution gets to control the software on
your computer, you can’t know that it’s not
snooping on you at all times. Just ask the
kids in the Lower Merion School District,
whose school-issued laptops were loaded
with software that let school administrators
covertly watch students at home and at
school through the computers’ webcams.

Try to produce some open codes in a
manner similar to that for the extract from
Giske et al. in Table 7.1—do this before

you turn to the next page!
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Table 7.3 Coding exercise: ideas for initial codes

Data

Open codes

Many big firms use “lawful interception”
appliances that monitor all employee
communications, including logins to banks,
health providers, family members, and
other personal sites. Even firms that don't
require self-signed certificates in their
employees’ computers may use keyloggers,
screenloggers, and other spying tools to
watch what you do and capture your
passwords. If your employer, school, or
institution gets to control the software on
your computer, you can’t know that it’s not
snooping on you at all times. Just ask the
kids in the Lower Merion School District,
whose school-issued laptops were loaded
with software that let school administrators
covertly watch students at home and at
school through the computers’ webcams.

Use of IT by companies/employers
Interception and monitoring
Employees communicating practices

Recording and capturing

Control of software/computer hardware

Snooping and watching

Table 7.1 broke down the data into smaller units and
then summarized each part using terms similar or
identical to those used in the original. You may have
adopted a similar strategy in developing codes for
Table 7.2. The important point to note is that there is
no one, correct way of coding; GTM research is ori-
ented toward the development of a model or theory
that is “grounded” in the data in some substantive
fashion, so that it has “grab,” “fit,” and the like.

I have deliberately used the plural form—
researchers—in order to stress that, although much
of the GTM literature implies that research is carried
out by a single person, in practice, this not usually
the case. Carolyn Wiener, in her chapter on teamwork
and GTM, offers some important observations on
this issue, illustrating her account with observations
from her experience as a member of the team that
Strauss set up for a GTM research project in the 1970s
(Wiener, 2007). Moreover, even when there is a lone
researcher—as in the case of most PhD research—
this person should be encouraged to discuss codes and
coding with their research advisors and their peers.
This is common to all strands of GTM, with Glaser
continuing to offer GTM workshops where issues
such as coding can be discussed with others.

In these early stages, as well as coding, GTM
researchers must record their ideas in the form of
memos. Memos are a critical part of GTM, and
memoing is an activity that often proves extremely
valuable to other forms of research. In the earli-
est stages, memos may be created in the form of
fairly unstructured notes and comments about the
developing research, focusing on the researcher’s

experiences in using the method, as well as on the
early results themselves. Thus, an early memo might
be in the form of a researcher, new to GTM, reflect-
ing on the experience of coding. Alternatively, an
early memo, related to the extract in Table 7.1,
might add some detail to the context of the two
interviews used in the coding—interviews 3 and
9—which then might be used in later stages.

As the research develops, memos become more for-
mal in the sense that they should be written with an
eye on a wider readership and perhaps eventual pub-
lication and dissemination. Glaser has suggested that
researchers should aim to develop a set of memos that
can then provide the basis for publications. This may
not always be possible, but GTM researchers should
certainly bear in mind that memoing is an important
component of the method, one that should be under-
taken in a serious and consistent fashion throughout
the research itself. (Further examples of memos can be
found in Charmaz, 2006, chapter 4.)

All coding in GTM should start with “open

coding.” Charmaz defines coding as

the process of defining what the data is about. Unlike
quantitative data which applies preconceived categories
or codes to the data, a grounded theorist creates
qualitative codes by defining what he or she sees in
the data. Thus, the codes are emergent—they develop
as the researcher studies his or her data. The coding
process may take the researcher to unforeseen areas
and research questions. Grounded theory proponents
follow such leads; they do not pursue previously
designed research problems that lead to dead-ends.
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Open coding is the first stage of coding and usu-
ally involves close scrutiny of data. If the data are in
the form of written documentation or verbatim or
near-verbatim interview transcripts, then this may
be done line-by-line or even word-by-word. The
examples given in the Tables 7.1-3 demonstrate
this level of analysis. The idea is to capture certain
key aspects of the data, reducing the complexity by
providing a smaller number of more abstract terms.

Subsequent strategies will depend on what has
transpired from these initial efforts and also on the
choices made by the researcher or research team.
But what all strategies have in common are ways in
which they facilitate the move from a large num-
ber of codes, often anchored in the actual terms or
phrases used in the source data, to a narrower set of
high-level codes that encompass the richness of the
source materials in some manner. This may involve
the researcher choosing one specific aspect of the
research context for further development, as exem-
plified in Glaser and Strauss’s first GTM study that
focused on the concept of “awareness.” Only later
did they develop a second concept of “time” (Glaser
& Strauss, 1968).

If we return to the first example in Table 7.1, the
right-hand side of the table now includes these later
codes (Table 7.4)—classified by these authors as “selec-
tive coding.” Note that these codes can be seen to
encompass the earlier codes but work at a higher level
of abstraction. Again, it is not a case of them being cor-
rect or incorrect, but being judged in terms of whether
or not they move the process of conceptualization

forward in the articulation of a useful, grounded
theory.

Glaser has consistently advocated that research-
ers seek to develop codes based on gerunds, and
Charmaz strongly supports this. Gerunds are the
verb forms of nouns, so, in English, the gerund form
of the noun “interception” is “intercepting.” Using
gerunds should focus the attention of the research
on the processes and actions that, in part, constitute
the social context under investigation. Taking this
into account, the more focused codes for the extract
from 7he Guardian might now be revised along the
lines shown in Table 7.5 —although several of the
original codes were themselves in gerund form.

At this stage, it might be useful to create a memo
for “Employer intercepting and monitoring”:

Employer intercepting and monitoring
Employer intercepting and monitoring

A wide range of employers seek to monitor
the use of IT and related technologies by their
employees. Increasingly, this monitoring extends
to a wide range of communication practices, and
the monitoring itself has been taken up by other
groups, including school administrators check-
ing up on students’ use of school-issued laptops.

Consider the growth of mobile technologies
and the extent to which employers might claim
justified monitoring of employees using their
work-supplied mobile devices such as smart
phones, tablet PCs, etc.

Table 7.4 Open and selective coding example extracted from Giske & Artinian

Data Open coding Selective coding
Sometimes you think about the worst, you know, but they Thinks about the worst Ambivalence
have informed me that they have taken so many tests;

I have been to gynaecological examination, they have Uncertain despite many Uncertainty

taken lots of blood samples, and my liver is OK, and
they find nothing.

samples and no findings

But even though it lies there smouldering. (Interview 3)

Smoulders

It is important for me to get to know, to be able to move on,

either with treatment, that I am well, or that I have to live
with this. If they can tell me;

Wants to know to move on  To receive information

OK, this is nothing dangerous, you can come to controls,
so can I manage to live with the pain. But I have to know
the reason why it is so. (Interview 9)

Can live with it if she
knows why

I read a book I brought and I listen to music to possess
another world while I am here. I need to overcome a

threshold to get rid of what my head is full of.

Try to think of other things ~ Create a room of rest

130 THE GROUNDED THEORY METHOD



Table 7.5 Coding exercise: open and selective codes

Data Open coding

Selective coding

Many big firms use “lawful interception” appliances

logins to banks, health providers, family members,
and other personal sites. Even firms that don't require
self-signed certificates in their employees’ computers
may use keyloggers, screenloggers, and other spying
tools to watch what you do and capture your
passwords. If your employer, school, or institution
gets to control the software on your computer, you
can't know that it’s not snooping on you at all times.
Just ask the kids in the Lower Merion School District,
whose school-issued laptops were loaded with software
that let school administrators covertly watch students
at home and at school through the computers’
webcams.

Use of IT by companies/

that monitor all employee communications, including employers

Interception and monitoring
Employees communicating
practices

Recording and capturing
Control of software/computer
hardware

Snooping and watching

Employer intercepting and
monitoring

Employee communicating
Recording and capturing
Controlling

Snooping and watching

Once a researcher has developed his or her ideas
to something akin to this level of conceptualization,
there is a basis for “theoretical sampling,” a GTM
practice that Glaser and Strauss defined as “the pro-
cess of data collection for generating theory whereby
the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyses his
data and decides what data to collect next and where
to find them, in order to develop his theory as it
emerges’ (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 45).

And Charmaz notes that “when engaging in
theoretical sampling, the researcher seeks people,
events, or information to illuminate and define the
boundaries and relevance of the categories. Because
the purpose of theoretical sampling is to sample to
develop the theoretical categories, conducting it can
take the researcher across substantive areas.”

In effect, this amounts to a more directed and
focused search for evidence that might uphold,
enhance, or undermine the initial ideas generated
from the earlier findings. Researchers using GTM
need to make this move clear in reporting the prog-
ress of their work, so that there is no misunderstand-
ing about the strategy employed to identify the
sample used.

The issue arises of how large a sample is required
for the research to provide the basis for any rea-
sonable and justifiable conclusions. GTM deals
with this under the heading of “theoretical satu-
ration”: “the point at which gathering more data
about a theoretical category reveals no new proper-
ties nor yields any further theoretical insights about
the emerging grounded theory” (Charmaz, 2006).

This has proved to be an elusive concept in the lit-
erature, and many researchers and reviewers, among

others, have wondered not only what the term actu-
ally means, but how a researcher might know that he
or she has reached this position. In straightforward
terms, the response to this is that, for instance, in
research based on interviews, saturation is reached
when responses given in later stages of the interview-
ing process yield confirmation of earlier findings,
but nothing significant or new. In such cases, the
researcher can decide that no further interviews are
necessary, and the research itself can be moved on to
its final stages.

Some commentators have argued that this deci-
sion point appears to be somewhat arbitrary and
that, all too often in the literature, the researcher
simply reports that saturation was reached, with
little or no evidence for this. With regard to the
former point, the decision to stop further gathering
of evidence based on some criterion of sufficiency
applies to all forms of research: when does one have
enough data to start to draw some conclusions? In
quantitative research, this usually takes the form
of statements regarding the size and nature of the
sample and its relationship to a wider population.
In qualitative research, this is less clear cut, but
amounts to the same thing. The key is for research-
ers to clarify the basis on which they made this
decision, so that readers and assessors can decide
whether this was indeed justified, and subsequent
researchers can then ascertain if there might be a
basis for developing this research in other areas or
with other respondents. In all cases, there is always
the possibility of what might be termed the “black
swan research event’; that is, a research finding that
completely undermines the pattern that seems to
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have been developing from findings to date. But that
is an inescapable aspect of all forms of investigation.

Using the Literature

Researchers are usually expected to have reviewed
the literature relevant to their research topic early
in the process. In this way, they can justify their
proposal in terms of existing research, current
issues and concerns, and the like. When Glaser and
Strauss introduced the idea of GTM, they were keen
to ensure that researchers, particularly early-career
doctoral students, were presented with an alterna-
tive to the literature-derived form of research that
was predominant at the time, in which doctoral stu-
dents studied the works of the great theorists and
developed their research on some aspect of this.

‘The outcome was that GTM was seen as advocating
that researchers should not engage with the literature
in the early stages of their work. Glaser, in particular,
has constantly advocated that researchers stay away
from the relevant literature until much later in their
research, although he has also stressed that researchers
should not take this as a reason to stop reading; on the
contrary, one should read avidly and widely.

There are a number of problems with this posi-
tion. The main one is that researchers need to have
some familiarity with the current status of work that
has been carried out in the general area in which
they are interested; otherwise, they have no basis
on which they can claim novelty or justification for
their plans. Indeed, one of the reasons they plan to
do their research may well be that they have knowl-
edge and even practical experience of the area and
its key issues. Keeping an open mind is certainly
important, but either pretending to have an empty
head or deliberately making it so by avoiding the
literature is not a feasible option, particularly if one
has to present one’s proposal to a review board.

The result is that there is no way of avoiding some
form of literature review in the early stages of one’s
research. Bug, in the context of GTM, there are a
number of issues to take into account. One of these
is that the literature itself can be treated as “data,”
with the researcher pointing to key issues and con-
cerns and using these as the basis for some initial cod-
ing. This may well help in developing a proposal that,
although devoid of specific research questions and
hypotheses, still provides readers and assessors with
an understanding of the general research area, as well
as with the basis for some confidence that the research
will develop and lead to appropriate outcomes.

In subsequent stages of the research, it may well
prove to be the case that the findings lead away
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from the initial ideas, often quite markedly. Even
if they do not, once the researcher has developed
the basis for a new model or theory, there is a need
to go back to the literature in a far more focused
manner, in order to hold up one’s concepts against
those most closely related to the eventual findings.
So, the response to anyone who criticizes GTM for
ignoring the literature is to point out that, on the
contrary, the method requires at least two stages of
engagement: one at the start and a potentially more
rigorous one near the end of the process.

Results, Theories, and Publications

This chapter is designed to give you a brief over-
view of GTM, rather than a detailed account. The
stages from initial coding through to more focused
coding can take a great deal of time, effort, and inge-
nuity, but that is common to all forms of research.
The extent to which research can be supported by
methodological recommendations is a controversial
one. Glaser and Strauss parted company on precisely
this point in the 1990s, with Glaser accusing Strauss
of undermining their concept of GTM with what
Glaser saw as a far too prescriptive account of cod-
ing and generation of theories. (Various accounts
of this can be found in Glaser, 1992; Bryant &
Charmaz, 20074, 2007¢)

One of the key issues for GTM, however, must
be the outcome and its dissemination. Whatever the
differences might be between the various approaches
to GTM—Glaser and Strauss’s, Strauss and Corbins,
Glaser’s, Charmaz and Bryants—they all share the
aim of providing researchers with a series of pointers
to guide them from early ideas and insights toward
substantive theories or models that have “grab” and
“fi” and that “work” in some manner. The way in
which these criteria might be assessed will depend on
others having access to the account of the research
itself; either in the form of published papers or per-
haps more directly as a presentation by the researcher
to the other participants (Turner, 1983).

Some of these issues can be illustrated using the
examples presented earlier. The full table of codes
from Giske et al. (2007) is shown in Table 7.6, with
all three stages of coding. There are now three “final
concepts,” all in gerund form. If readers refer to
the full paper, they will find a very clear and suc-
cinct account of the way in which the researchers
moved from this to a grounded theory of “prepara-
tive waiting.”

Giske et al. (2007) present their results not only
in diagrammatic form, but also with textual explana-
tion. This combination is a practice to be strongly



Table 7.6 Open and selective codes, and final concepts example extracted from Giske & Artinian

Data

Open coding

Selective coding Final concepts

Sometimes you think about the worst,

Thinks about the worst

you know, but they have informed me
that they have taken so many tests;

I have been to gynaecological
examination, they have taken lots of
blood samples, and my liver is OK, and
they find nothing.

But even though it lies there smouldering.
(Interview 3)

It is important for me to get to know, to
be able to move on, either with treatment,
that I am well, or that I have to live with
this. If they can tell me;

OK, this is nothing dangerous, you can

Smoulders

move on

Uncertain despite many
samples and no findings

Wants to know to

Ambivalence Balancing between
hope and despair
Seeking and giving

Uncertainty information
Seeking respite

To receive information

Can live with it if she

come to controls, so can I manage to live  knows why

with the pain. But I have to know the

reason why it is so. (Interview 9)

I read a book I brought and I listen to Try to think of other Create a room of rest

music to possess another world while I am things
here. I need to overcome a threshold to
get rid of what my head is full of.

encouraged because diagrams are often useful in
summarizing lengthy expositions and also in guid-
ing readers in the development of research accounts;
however, they rarely, if ever, serve as satisfactory
explanations on their own. A picture may well be
worth a thousand words, but researchers need to
ensure that the thousand words conjured for the
reader bear some resemblance to those intended by
the writer.

Theoretical Sensitivity

This is in many ways the holy grail of GTM and,
indeed, of research in general. Kelle summarizes it
as follows: “In developing categories the sociologist
should employ theoretical sensitivity, which means
the ability to ‘see relevant data’ and to reflect upon
empirical data material with the help of theoretical
terms.” Glaser’s book of this title (1978) is a “must
read” for those interested in GTM, and it should
also be on the reading lists for all courses on research
methods and research design.

The concept is very much a case of what might
be termed “IKIWISI” rather than “WYSIWYG?;
that is, Il Know It When I See It, rather than What
You See Is What You Get. 'This is not particularly
helpful as a response to novice researchers who ask
for more information about the term and perhaps
even expect some clear and concise guidelines for
ensuring this aspect. The term “grab” is relevant
here, since it can also be applied to the way in which

one’s research findings “grab” the imagination of
one’s peers and colleagues in the relevant research
community. Moreover, it brings into consideration
the ways in which researchers actively participate
in shaping or constructing their studies and even-
tual findings; that is what Kelle (2007) meant by a
researcher’s ability to “see relevant data.”

Perhaps it is best to think of theoretical sensitiv-
ity as a research horizon; something that is always
in front of us, but which inevitably recedes as we
approach it. In any case, it will usually be presump-
tive of a researcher to claim that he or she has this
sensitivity; far better to present one’s findings and
assess the ways in which one’s colleagues respond,
using this as a guide to the extent to which theoreti-
cal sensitivity has been demonstrated.

Alternative Approaches

The various exchanges between Glaser and
Strauss in the light of their individual accounts of
GTM, and the more recent ones focused on “objec-
tivist” and “constructivist” approaches, might lead
researchers to believe that there is some fairly strict
gatekeeping going on with GTM. To some extent,
this is correct, since there are many instances in
which use of the method has been claimed in
research proposals and publications but amounts
to no more than a cursory incorporation of some
aspect of GTM—usually the coding of data after

some initial phase of collection.
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However, there are many cases in which research-
ers have used GTM in unorthodox ways, but with
good reason and producing results with “grab” and
“fic.”* For instance, one of my PhD students had
set out to administer a fairly structured question-
naire among a group of potential respondents but
found that their background stories were far more
interesting and did not fit into her initial research
strategy. Rather than “forcing” these responses into
her initial framework or simply ignoring the rich
information that she had unearthed, she changed
tack and started to analyze her data using GTM
techniques. Since she had already gathered her data,
I advised her to code one or two of her interviews
and then see what transpired. Eventually, she man-
aged to develop a set of codes and applied this to
her other interviews and observations, resulting in a
model that certainly had grab and fit.

Future Directions: What Is a
(Grounded) Theory Anyway?
I have deliberately used terms such a “model,

» «

“framework,” “theory” almost interchangeably in the
earlier sections. Some writers make specific distinc-
tions between these terms, but I have chosen not to
do so. One of the issues with regard to use of GTM
is the expectation that the outcome of any such
research should result in a theory—but what exactly
is a theory, whether of the grounded variety or any
other type?

There is currently a good deal of discussion about
the status of the term “theory.” Those arguing in
favor of some form of “creationism” or “intelligent
design” often make statements to the effect that
“evolution is only a theory,” that it is not fully proven
and therefore alternative claims to knowledge, how-
ever tenuous or problematic, must be granted equal
status. This is to confuse the meanings of the term.
In cases such as the theory of gravity, or relativity,
or evolution, the term refers to a body of knowl-
edge and concepts that have stood both the test of
time and an extended time of testing and various
forms of rigorous investigation. In more colloquial
use, people talk about their own particular “theo-
ries” of anything from the origin of the universe, the
economic crash of the last decade, or how to pick
winners in horse races—in this sense, a theory is no
more than a guess or a hunch.

In an earlier paper (Bryant, 2009), I noted that,
for pragmatists such as John Dewey and William
James (particularly Dewey), a theory was something
to be judged in terms of its usefulness rather than
its truthfulness. Consequently, a theory should be
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regarded as a tool, and a tool is only useful for cer-
tain tasks. This, in fact, characterizes what Glaser
and Strauss mean by the term “substantive theory”
as opposed to “formal theory.”

By substantive theory we mean theory developed
for a substantive or empirical area of sociological
inquiry, such as patient care, geriatric life styles
etc.... By formal theory we mean theory developed
for a formal or conceptual area of sociological area
such as status passage, stigma, deviant behavior, etc.

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967)

So, terms such as “grab,” “fit,” and “work” can
then be seen as ways in which research outcomes
can be judged, whether these results are regarded
as theories, models, frameworks, or something else.
In all cases, the outcome can be evaluated in terms
of whether it has some use within the context from
which it was derived. These criteria should not be
restricted to GTM-oriented research, but if this
form of research is to be assessed in terms of its
“theoretical” outputs, then it is important that the
nature of such results is understood.

GTM has developed into a mature family of
methods and now provides researchers with a host
of possible strategies, techniques, and guidelines. It
is important that the intricacies and rich potential
of GTM are understood, both by researchers and
by those who judge and evaluate research propos-
als, funding applications, and articles submitted for
publication. Use of the method continues to grow
and so, too, does the supporting literature on the
method itself. The extent to which researchers now
have to articulate their methodological strategies
is to be welcomed, but not if it starts to obscure
the actual research itself. It is important that those
involved in research, particularly those in posi-
tions of authority whose decisions can encourage
or deter research projects, understand the intrica-
cies of the plethora of research methods; and also
that researchers themselves clarify and justify their
research approaches so that their various audi-
ences can assess the ways in which their efforts have
achieved fruition.

Locating GTM within the pragmatist tradition,
as I have argued elsewhere (Bryant, 2009), implies
an understanding of the process of research as a
continuing dialogue. All outcomes must be seen
as, at best, provisional, affording the basis for fur-
ther research and investigation. In the light of this,
I conclude by offering some issues for readers to
ponder and also a list of sources, to some of which
I have added a brief indication or comment.



o To what extent is a researcher’s epistemological
position important in guiding their research? Has
it been an issue in your own research or in the way
in which you have framed research proposals with
which you have been involved?

e There is now a wide variety of software tools
available, either specifically aimed at GTM or
supporting qualitative research in more general
ways. To what extent do such tools impact on the
research process, either positively or negatively?

o Try to read several articles in which the
researchers indicate that they have used GTM.
How do these differ from each other? What do
they have in common?

e GTM-based research does not start out with
specific hypotheses; indeed, hypotheses can be
the result of this form of research. How should
such hypotheses be taken up and used in further
research? Can you find any examples in the
literature in your field of expertise?

Suggestions for Further Reading

Although the three books published by Glaser
and Strauss in the 1960s are rightly regarded as the
founding texts for GTM, the best introduction to
the method itself—together with clearly worked
examples of coding, memo-writing, and other key
features—is to be found in Charmaz’s Constructing
Grounded Theory. Glaser’s Theoretical Sensitivity
should be read thoroughly, as should the Appendix
to Glaser and Strauss’s Awareness. The Handbook of
Grounded Theory provides a valuable overview of
many aspects of GTM in recent years, with con-
tributions from Glaser, as well as from many of
those who were part of the UCSF doctoral pro-
gram in the 1960s. There are also chapters from
German-speaking contributors who were influ-
enced directly or indirectly by Strauss as he lectured
on the method in Germany.

If you contemplate using GTM in your own
research, you should use keywords or other searches
to review recent journals in your area of study to
find examples of the ways in which others have used
the method. This seems to go against Glaser’s line
that you should not look at the relevant literature
until you reach the later stages of your research. But
this seems far less feasible with the burgeoning of
research and the demand by reviewers and evalua-
tors that a case be made for a research proposal to
demonstrate awareness of existing work, together
with critical insights regarding prior work and the
methods employed. It is worth reiterating Dey’s
point about “an open mind not being the same as

an empty head”—something that should apply to all

forms of research.

Notes

1. This section offers only a brief account of the method—a
more detailed exposition will appear in my forthcoming
book on GTM (Bryant, 2014).

2. Several examples of this will be described in my forthcoming
book.

3. Tove Giske, Bergen Deaconess University College Bergen,
Norway; Barbara Artinian, School of Nursing Azusa Pacific
University Azusa, California © 2007 Giske et al. This is
an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecom-
mons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited.
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CHAPTER

Feminist Qualitative Research:
Toward Transformation of Science

and Society

Maureen C. McHugh

Abstract

Feminist research is described in terms of its purposes of knowledge about women’s lives, advocacy
for women, analysis of gender oppression, and transformation of society. Feminist critiques of social
science research are reviewed in relation to the development of methodological and epistemological
positions. Feminist research is viewed as contributing to the transformation of science from empiricism
to postmodernism. Reflexivity, collaboration, power analysis, and advocacy are discussed as common
practices of feminist qualitative research. Several qualitative approaches to research are described in
relation to feminist research goals, with illustrations of feminist research included.Validity and voice
are identified as particular challenges in the conduct of feminist qualitative research. Intersectionality
and double consciousness are reviewed as feminist contributions to transformation of science. Some
emerging and innovative forms of feminist qualitative research are highlighted in relation to potential
future directions.
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What Is Feminist Research?

A starting principle of feminist research is that
psychology should, at minimum, be nonsexist.
Feminist scholars have identified numerous sex-
ist biases in the existing psychological literature;
psychological research is sexist to the extent that it
incorporates stereotypic thinking about women or
gender (McHugh, Koeske, & Frieze, 1986). Sexist
bias also refers to theories or research that do not
have equal relevance to individuals of both sexes
and to research in which greater attention or value
is given to the life experiences of one sex (McHugh
et al., 1986). Research practices and methods that
produce, promote, or privilege sex/gender inequali-
ties are sexist and unacceptable.

Feminist research is research that is not only
nonsexist, but also works actively for the benefit
and advancement of women (McHugh et al., 1986)

and puts gender at the center of one’s inquiry.
Specifically, feminist research examines the gendered
context of women’s lives, exposes gender inequali-
ties, empowers women, advocates for social change,
and/or improves the status or material reality of
women’s lives (McHugh & Cosgrove, 1998; 2002).
According to Letherby (2003), feminist research-
ers have a “political commitment to produce useful
knowledge that will make a difference in women’s
lives through social and individual change” (p. 4).
Feminist research is not research abour women,
but research for women; it is knowledge to be used
in the transformation of sexist society (Cook &
Fonow, 1990; McHugh & Cosgrove, 1998).
Feminist research cannot be fully identified by its
focus on women or its focus on gender disparity, as
sexist research may entail a similar focus. Furthermore,
feminist research cannot be specified by any single
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approach to the discovery or creation of knowledge,
and feminist research is not defined by any ortho-
dox substantive position (Jaggar, 20082; McHugh
& Cosgrove, 2002). However, feminist researchers
share common perspectives. Hesse-Biber and Leavy
(2008) identified three shared concerns: giving voice
to womenss lives and experiences, overcoming gen-
der inequities at the personal and social level, and
improving women’s opportunities and the quality
of women’s lives. Hawkesworth (2006) argues for
three similar commitments of feminist research: “to
struggle against coercive hierarchies linked to gender
(and other statuses); to revolt against practices, values
and knowledge systems that subordinate and deni-
grate women; and to promote women’s freedom and
empowerment” (p. 7). Jaggar (2008a) described fem-
inist research as distinguished by its dedication to the
value of gender justice and its “commitment to pro-
ducing knowledge useful in opposing the many vari-
eties of gender injustice” (p. ix). According to Jaggar
(2008a), feminist research can be uniquely identified
by its dedication to the value of gender justice in
knowledge and in the world. And the feminist com-
mitment to women’s emancipation requires knowing
the situations and circumstances of women’s lives; to
determine what needs to be “criticized, challenged
or changed,” feminists need valid knowledge of the
oppressions and marginalization of women (Code,
1995, p. 20). Feminist research is an approach to
research that seeks knowledge for the liberation and
equality of women.

To what extent can research, qualitative or oth-
erwise, contribute to feminist goals of transform-
ing society toward gender equality? Some feminists
have questioned the liberation potential of research
and especially the possibility of traditional (i.e.,
experimental, quantitative, and objective) research
to produce knowledge that will alleviate gender
inequity and oppression (e.g., Hollway, 1989).
Keller (1982) viewed feminism and science as in
conflict, but argued that the exploration of the con-
flict between feminism and science could be both
productive and transformative. Some feminists have
specifically called for the transformation of science
to incorporate feminist values (e.g., Wiley Okrulik,
Thielen-Wilson, & Morton, 1989). Feminist
researchers, in their quest to transform society, have
argued for and contributed to the transformation
of (social) science research. In this chapter, I iden-
tify the dimensions and characteristics of feminist
research and examine research practices and meth-
odological and epistemological positions in relation
to feminist tenets. Feminist research is not viewed
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as a static entity, but as a transforming and transfor-
mative practice.

(Trained as a social psychologist, I identify as a
feminist psychologist. I studied at the University
of Pittsburgh, working with Dr. Irene Frieze. My
first research study, conducted as an undergradu-
ate student at Chatham College, a woman’s college
in Pitesburgh, examined problem-solving perfor-
mance of women students as impacted by context;
students completed a series of mathematical word
problems in an all-female or a mixed-sex group.
Women students performed better in a single-sex
context in what today might be considered a study
of stereotype threat. I pursued an interest in sex dif-
ferences in graduate school, and my doctoral disser-
tation examined the intrinsic motivation of women
and men as a function of task feedback. Over the
course of my career, I became increasingly critical of
both the experimental method of research and the
study of sex differences. My own epistemological
and methodological path parallels the progression
of feminist research as described here.)

Feminist Research as Corrective

Feminists challenged the neglect of women’s lives
and experiences in existing social science research
(e.g., Wallston, 1981; Weisstein, 2006. Feminists
have criticized psychology (and other disciplines)
both for not studying the lives and experiences of
women and for the development of sexist research
theory and practice (McHugh et al., 1986). One
contribution of feminist research has been to
offer a corrective to traditional research that either
neglected women or presented a stereotypic or
biased view of women. For example, early feminist
research identified experiences of women includ-
ing widespread gender discrimination and violence
against women (Chrisler & McHugh, 2011; Jaggar,
2008a). As a corrective to research that neglects
the study of women’s lives, feminist research has
transformed the content of research in most dis-
ciplines. The expansion of feminist research over
the past four decades has transformed knowledge
in the humanities, social sciences, and natural sci-
ences (Hawkesworth, 2006). The transformation of
psychological science was examined by a task force
of the Society of Women in Psychology (Eagly,
Eaton, Rose, Riger, & McHugh, 2012). Eagly and
the task force members documented the growth of
published research on women and gender in the
psychological literature and its movement from the
periphery of the discipline toward its center. They
concluded that research on women is now situated



as a methodologically and theoretically diverse
content area within contemporary psychological
science. Yet, by their broad definition, psychology
of women and gender articles accounted for few
(4.0 percent from 1960 to 2009 and 4.3 percent
from 2000 to 2009) of the articles in the promi-
nent journals of psychology. And for most of the
research that Eagly and her colleagues documented,
researchers did not label their research as feminist
nor did the research explicitly address feminist goals
of gender equality or advocacy for women.

A second important contribution of feminist
researchers and theorists has been their critical anal-
ysis of research and the production of knowledge.
Feminists have criticized research that character-
izes women as having deficits and critically exam-
ined asymmetrical and inequitable constructions of
the cultural masculine over the cultural feminine
(Jaggar, 2008a). Similarly, Geiger (1990) character-
izes feminist research as challenging the androcen-
tric (male-centered) construction of women’s lives,
and Wiley (2000) notes that feminists question
androcentric or sexist frameworks or assumptions
that had been unchallenged. Pushing against that
which is taken for granted, feminist inquiry probes
absences, silences, omissions, and distortions and
challenges commonsense understandings that are
based on inadequate research. For example, femi-
nists challenge conclusions about human behavior
based on evidence taken from narrow (e.g., male,
European-American, educated, and middle-class)
samples of human populations (Hawkesworth,
2006). Furthermore, feminists exposed the (gen-
der) power dynamics that operate in many aspects
of women’s lives, including in research, and have
challenged existing explanatory accounts of wom-
en’s experiences (Hawkesworth, 2006). One goal
of feminist research then is to attend to the power
dynamics in the conduct of research, to expose
invisible or concealed power dynamics. The demon-
stration that gender and other contextual variables
can create bias in the scientific research of individu-
als, and that such bias exists in the science accepted
as valid by scientific community, is an important
contribution of feminism to science (Rosser, 2008).
Thus, one function of feminist research has been to
call for the transformation/correction of science as a
series of sexist and stereotypic depictions of women
and of research that devalues women. Hawkesworth
(2006) acknowledges the transformational charac-
ter of feminist research as “interrogating accepted
beliefs, challenging shared assumptions and refram-
ing research questions” (p. 4).

(In 1975, I began teaching Psychology of
Women, and I was keenly aware that there was
very little research published on the experiences or
concerns of women. As a member of Alice Eagly’s
Task Force on the Feminist Transformation of
Psychology, I agreed that there has been an explo-
sion of research on women and gender over the past
four decades, which Eagly et al. effectively docu-
ment. However, I am ambivalent about the degree
to which most of that research has improved the
status or lives of women.)

Challenging Traditional Methods

The experimental approach has been critiqued
as inauthentic, reductionistic, and removed from
the social context in which behavior is embedded
(Bohan, 1993; Sherif, 1979). Others have exposed
the laboratory experiment as a social context in
which the (male) experimenter controls the situa-
tion, manipulates the independent variable, observes
women as the “objects” of study, and evaluates and
interprets their behavior based on his own perspec-
tive (McHugh et al., 1986). From this critical per-
spective, the traditional psychological experiment is
a replication of the power dynamics that operate in
other social and institutional settings. The interests
and concerns of the research subjects are subordi-
nated to the interests of those of the researcher and
theorist (Unger, 1983). Feminists have argued that
the controlled and artificial research situation may
elicit more conventional behavior from participants,
may inhibit self-disclosure, and may make the situ-
ation “unreal” to the participants (McHugh et al.,
1986). From this perspective, the experiment is not
the preferred method of research.

Feminists challenged the pervasive andro-
centrism evidenced in empirical research. For
example, in the 1980s, a task force of the Society
for Women in Psychology examined the ways in
which psychological research could be conducted
in a nonsexist way (McHugh et al., 1986). The
task force’s guidelines (McHugh et al., 1986)
challenged traditional empirical psychology by
examining the role that the values, biases, and
assumptions of researchers have on all aspects
of the research process. There is always a rela-
tionship of some kind between the scientist and
the “object” of study since the scientist cannot
absent himself from the world (Hubbard, 1988).
Selection of topics and questions, choice of meth-
ods, recruitment of participants, selection of audi-
ence, and the potential uses of research results
all occur within a sociohistorical context that

MCHUGH 139



ultimately influences what we “know” about a
topic or a group of people (McHugh & Cosgrove,
2004). The realization of the operation of sex-
ist bias in science/psychology led some feminist
researchers to question the value of the scientific
method and to more carefully consider issues of
methods, methodology, and epistemology. The
study of gender raised the issue of how context
and values challenge traditional conceptions of
objectivity (Rosser, 2008). The feminist challenge
to the possibility of impartial knowledge and the
recognition of the operation of values in science
impacted the research conducted in some of the
sciences (Rosser, 2008; Schiebinger, 1999).

Feminists, including Hollway (1989) and
Hubbard (1988), provided a critique of the
“context-stripping” and alleged objectivity of sci-
entific research. According to Hubbard, the illu-
sion that the scientist can observe the “object” of
his inquiry as if in a vacuum gives the scientist the
authority to “make facts.” She observed that science
is made by a self-perpetuating group of chosen peo-
ple; scientists obtain the education and credentials
required and then follow established procedures to
“make” science. The illusion of objectivity gives the
scientist the power to name, describe, and structure
reality and experience. The pretense that science is
objective obscures the politics of research and its
role in supporting a certain construction of reality.
By pretending to be neutral, scientists often support
the status quo. “By claiming to be objective and
neutral, scientists align themselves with the power-
ful against the powerless” (Hubbard, 1988, p. 13).
In terms of gender, male scientists’ alleged objec-
tivity has given scientific validity to their mistaken
contentions about women’s inferiority.

Feminist Epistemology

Prior to conducting research designed to address
feminist goals, Harding (1987) advised feminists
to understand the distinctions among methods,
methodology, and epistemology. Others have simi-
larly called for feminists to be aware of their epis-
temological positions and biases (e.g., Cosgrove
& McHugh, 2002; Unger, 1988). Methods are
the concrete techniques for gathering evidence or
data such as experiments, interviews, or surveys.
Methodology is the study of methods, the philo-
sophical position on how research should proceed.
Epistemology is the most central issue for feminist
research according to Harding (1987), Stanley and
Wise (1993), and others. Epistemology involves
the study of answers to the question: How can we
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know? Epistemology is a framework for specifying
what constitutes knowledge and how we know it.
An epistemological framework specifies not only
what knowledge is and how to recognize it, but
who are the knowers and by what means someone
becomes a knower or expert (McHugh & Cosgrove,
2002). Epistemological frameworks also outline
the means by which competing knowledge claims
are adjudicated (Stanley & Wise, 1993). Harding
(1986) identified three distinct feminist epistemo-
logical perspectives: empiricism, standpoint, and
social construction. These epistemological perspec-
tives are briefly reviewed here prior to a description
of feminist qualitative research.

Feminist Empiricists

Feminist empiricism adopts the scientific
method as the way to understand or know the
world. Feminist empiricists believe in the scientific
method for discovering reality; they assert that sci-
ence is an approach that can provide value-neutral
data and objective findings (Chrisler & McHugh,
2011; McHugh & Cosgrove, 2004). Their posi-
tion is consistent with the modernist perspective.
The modernist perspective endorses adherence to
a positivist-empiricist model, a model that privi-
leges the scientific method of the natural sciences
as the only valid route to knowledge (Cosgrove &
McHugh, 2008). From this perspective, there is a
single reality that can be known through the appli-
cation of the methods of science, including repeated
objective observations. Objectivity refers to a dis-
passionate, impartial, and disengaged position and
is valued. Bias is acknowledged as impacting scien-
tific research but is viewed as a distortion that can
be eliminated or corrected (McHugh & Cosgrove,
2004). The Guidelines for Nonsexist Research
provide examples of errors and biases in research
that should be eliminated (McHugh et al, 1986).
Feminist empiricists attempt to produce a feminist
science that, without androcentric bias, more accu-
rately reflects the world (McHugh et al., 1986). To
varying degrees, many feminists continue to con-
duct empirical research based on approved scientific
methods.

(As a graduate student, I co-chaired (with Irene
Frieze) the Task Force to Establish Guidelines for
Nonsexist Research in Psychology for Division 35
of the American Psychological Association (APA).
We started the project as empiricists hoping to help
eliminate sexist bias from psychological research,
especially research on sex difference. This experi-
ence introduced me to the diverse positions taken



by feminist scientists, and, in the process of address-
ing sexist bias in research, my own understanding of
the limits of empirical research developed. I became
increasingly critical of the scientific method even
as I conducted a social psychological experiment
involving some deception for my degree.)

Feminists have refuted “scientific” evidence that
women are inherently different from and inferior
to men. Feminist empiricists have employed the
experimental methods of science to provide evi-
dence for gender equality (Deaux, 1984; McHugh
& Cosgove, 2002). However, there is debate over
the success of using science to refute sexism in sci-
ence. Shields (1975) contended that research com-
paring men and women has never been value-free or
neutral but rather has typically been used to justify
the subordination of women. Alternatively, Deaux
(1984) concluded that empirical evidence has been
used to effectively change belief that differences
between men and women are universal, stable, and
significant, and Hyde (1986) endorsed the use of
scientific and quantitative measures to debunk gen-
der stereotypes. Eagly and her colleagues (2012)
concluded that research on women and gender has
transformed psychology over the past fifty years and
has influenced public policy. However, McHugh
and Cosgrove (2002), among others, have ques-
tioned whether the tools of science are adequate for
the feminist study of women and gender. Burman
(1997) argued that by employing empirical meth-
ods, feminist empiricists help to maintain a com-
mitment to existing methods that neglect, distort,
or stereotype women.

The study of sex differences is central to feminist
psychology (McHugh & Cosgrove, 2002); argu-
ments for the inclusion of women in social science
research are based, in part, on the recognition that
women have different experiences and perspectives.
Critics, however, contend that research on sex dif-
ferences typically leads to the devaluation and dis-
crimination of women and confirms stereotypes
(through biased methods) (e.g., Hare-Mustin &
Maracek, 1990; 1994a). MacKinnon (1990) argued
that “A discourse of difference serves as ideology to
neutralize, rationalize, and cover up disparities of
power” (p. 213). Feminists have argued that inter-
est in sex differences involves interest in justifying
differential treatment of women and men and that
there is a confirmation bias operating. Research that
“finds” a sex difference is more likely to be pub-
lished, publicized, and cited than is research refut-
ing the existence of a difference between men and
women (e.g., Epstein, 1988; Hyde, 1994; Kimball,

1995; Unger, 1998). Furthermore, research is often
constructed to produce sex differences (McHugh
et al., 1986). For example, Kimball (1995) demon-
strates how the research on sex differences in math
ability has been carefully constructed to produce
differences (i.e., the use of standardized tests admin-
istered to very large samples) and related research
not demonstrating difference (i.e., classroom tests
and research using smaller, more heterogeneous
groups) is ignored.

Through the debate on the study of sex differ-
ences, feminists continued to recognize the poli-
tics of research. Increasingly, feminists recognized
that research that supports the status quo and the
view of women as less than men is more likely
to be funded, conducted, published, and widely
cited (Epstein, 1988; McHugh & Cosgrove, 2002;
Unger, 1998). Sexist bias not only impacts the
design and conduct of research but is apparent in
the interpretation and distribution of the research
results. Differences between women and men were
typically labeled “sex differences.” This label implies
that the demonstrated differences are essential (i.e.,
reside inside men and women) and are related to
biology. Feminists argued that differences that were
found were frequently due to prior experiences,
gender roles, and/or the context and not to biol-
ogy (Deaux, 1984; Hyde, 1986; Unger, 1998).
Others argued that the behavior seen as characteris-
tic of women is actually the behavior evidenced by
people with low power and status (Hare-Mustin &
Maracek, 1994a). Unger (1979) recommended that
we use the term “gender” to avoid the biological
connotation of the term “sex.” Despite this increas-
ing sophistication in our understanding of gender
as a function of context, roles, and power, gender
differences continue to be constructed as essential-
ist (Cosgrove, 2003; McHugh & Cosgrove, 2002).
Also, the research findings, even when they were
published, did not impact the beliefs held by pro-
fessionals or the general public about women and
men and their performance on tasks. For example,
despite the pattern of results across many studies
(Frieze, McHugh & Hanusa, 1982; Frieze, Whitley,
Hanusa, & McHugh, 1982), people continued to
believe that women attributed their failures to lack
of ability and their success as due to luck.

(Early in my career, I studied sex differences in
response to task performance success and failure.
I gave subjects ambiguous tasks that had no right or
wrong answers and gave them false feedback about
their performance. Some subjects were given suc-

cess feedback; others were told that they had failed.
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I then asked them how they explained their per-
formance and about their expectancies for future
performance. I abandoned this line of research
when 1 realized that the debriefing I gave might
not have been successful in erasing their emotional
response to failing the experimental task. Others
documented that women’s response to novel tasks
revealed low expectancies for success, thus biasing
our understanding of women’s (lack of) confidence.
I did not want to contribute to individuals’ feelings
of failure, or to stereotypic and invalid characteriza-
tions of women.)

The realization that the questions asked by male
theorists and researchers reflect their position in the
world challenged the assumptions of logical posi-
tivism—including objectivity and value neutrality.
Feminist research and theory has been criticized as
political and biased, even as these critics continued
to view research conducted by men as scientific and
objective. Some feminist psychologists came to see
the connection between individuals’ status and iden-
tity in the world, the questions they were interested
in, and their approaches to research. Thus, many
feminist psychologists recognized that unexamined
androcentric biases at both the epistemological and
methodological levels resulted in women’s experi-
ences being devalued, distorted, marginalized, and
pathologized (e.g., Cosgrove & McHugh, 2002;
McHugh & Cosgrove, 2004).

Feminist Standpoint Perspective

The feminist criticism of science as biased led to
a recognition of the importance of perspective or
standpoint. Some critics have contended that indi-
viduals who are outsiders to a culture or group are
more likely than insiders to recognize cultural or
group assumptions (e.g., Mayo, 1982). Feminism
provoked some feminist scholars to recognize male
bias and to view aspects of male-dominated society,
including the practice of research, through an alter-
native lens. The realization that women and men
might view the world differently, ask different ques-
tions, and use different methods to answer those
questions led some feminists to adopt a standpoint
position. Hartstock (1983) argued that women’s
lives offered them a privileged vantage point on
patriarchy and that such an epistemological per-
spective had liberatory value.

In the feminist standpoint perspective, women’s
ways of knowing are considered to be different from
and potentially superior to men’s ways of knowing
(Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). As

outsiders or marginalized individuals, women have
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a unique perspective on their own experience, on
men, and on sociocultural patterns of domination
and subordination (Mayo, 1982; Westkoff, 1979).
Like feminist empiricists, advocates of a feminist
standpoint perspective typically accept the existence
of a reality but recognize that one’s position within
a social system impacts one’s understanding of that
reality (McHugh & Cosgrove, 2004). A stand-
point epistemological perspective argues that there
are important research questions that originate in
womenss lives that do not occur to researchers oper-
ating from the dominant androcentric frameworks
of the disciplines (Harding, 2008). Furthermore,
standpoint theory has allowed some of us to recog-
nize that traditional research has typically served the
purpose of the researcher rather than the researched
(Letherby, 2003); the experiences of marginalized
people are not viewed as a source of interesting
or important questions. For example, research on
motherhood and women’s experience of embodi-
ment was not conducted prior to feminist influence
on social science (Chrisler & McHugh, 2011).

Standpoint epistemology views the relation-
ship between knowing and politics as central and
examines how different types of sociopolitical
arrangements impact the production of knowledge
(Harding, 2008). The answers to questions about
women and other marginalized groups may origi-
nate in the lives of marginalized individuals but
typically involve an analysis of the social and power
relations of dominant and marginalized groups to
answer. Feminist standpoint epistemology calls for a
critical analysis of women’s experiences as described
through women’s eyes (Leavy, 2007). For example,
DeVault (1990) documents the skills that women
have developed from their work feeding their fami-
lies, and Jaggar (2008b) examines women’s skills at
reading emotion as having developed through their
care-taking roles.

In an important contribution to feminist stand-
point, Smith (1987) argued that social science
knowledge systems are used as systems of control
and that those who develop knowledge are typically
separated from everyday life. She describes knowl-
edge as controlled by an elite (i.e., racially and eco-
nomically privileged men) who have no interest in
or knowledge of the women who serve their needs.
Smith (2008) notes that questions regarding wom-
en’s work originate in the consideration of women’s
lives, which have historically not been examined.
Consideration of women’s daily lives leads to the
recognition that women are assigned the work that
men do not want to complete and to the realization



of the processes by which that work is devalued and
trivialized. Such insights are not constructed by the
elite and may have liberatory value for women.

In an early consideration of this perspective,
Westkott (1979) recognized that feminist research-
ers were both insiders and outsiders to science and
that this was a source of both insight and a form
of self-criticism. Furthermore, Westkott argued
that the concern with the relationship of scientist/
observer to the target/object stereotypically repre-
sents the focus of women on relationships, whereas
the detachment of the traditional researcher is con-
sistent with a stereotypic masculine role. Similarly,
Letherby (2003) commented that androcentric
(male) epistemologies deny the importance of the
personal and the experiential, whereas the feminist
researcher often values the experiential, the per-
sonal, and the relational rather than the public and
the abstract.

In feminist standpoint theory, knowledge is
mediated by the individual’s particular position in
a sociopolitical system at a particular point in time
(Hawkesworth, 2006). In feminist standpoint per-
spectives, an oppressed individual can see through
the ideologies and obfuscations of the oppressor class
and more correctly “know” the world (Hawkesworth,
2006). Recognition of a feminist standpoint raises
the possibility of other standpoints, and Fine (1992)
argued that a single woman’s or feminist standpoint
was not plausible. Thus, race and class and other
identities within the sociocultural system impact the
individual’s understanding of the world.

In particular, black feminist theorists (e.g.,
Collins, 1989) have articulated the existence of a
black feminist standpoint, arguing that the position
of black women allows them to recognize the opera-
tion of both racism and sexism in the sociopolitical
system. According to Collins (1989), black women
have experienced oppression and have developed
an analysis of their experience separate from that
offered by formal knowledge structures. The knowl-
edge of black women is transmitted through alter-
natives like storytelling. Such knowledge has been
invalidated by epistemological gatekeepers. Thus,
black feminist standpoint theorists contend that
at least some women have an ability referred to as
“double visions” or “double consciousness” (Brooks,
2007). Smith (1990) similarly recognized in women
the ability to attend to localized activities oriented to
maintenance of the family and, at the same time, to
understand the male world of the marketplace and
rationality. The narrative of hooks (2000) as a black
child in Kentucky reveals a double consciousness

with regard to her own community and the white
world across the tracks.

Postmodern Perspectives on Research

The third epistemological position, the postmod-
ern approach, challenges traditional conceptions of
truth and realitcy. Postmodernists view the world
and our understanding of the world as socially
constructed and therefore challenge the possibil-
ity of scientists producing value-neutral knowledge
(Cosgrove & McHugh, 2002; 2008). Postmodern
scholars view attempts to discover the truth as an
impossible project and equally reject grand nar-
ratives and the experimental method. From a
postmodern perspective, life is multifaceted and
fragmented, and a postmodern position challenges
us to recognize that there are multiple meanings for
an event and, especially, multiple perspectives on a
person’s life. Postmodern approaches examine the
social construction of concepts and theories and
question whose interests are served by particular
constructions (Layton, 1998). Social construc-
tionism requires a willingness to make explicit the
implicit assumptions embedded in psychological
concepts (e.g., identity, gender, objectivity, etc.). By
doing so, social constructionists encourage research-
ers to recognize that the most dangerous assump-
tions are those we don’t know we’re making. From
the postmodern position, all knowledge, including
that derived from social science research, is socially
produced and therefore can never be value free.
Someone’s interests, however implicit, are always
being served (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2002).

The postmodern perspective emphasizes the
relationship between knowledge and power. The
postmodern perspective suggests that, rather than
uncovering truths, the methods we use construct
and produce knowledge and privilege certain views
and discount or marginalize others (Cosgrove &
McHugh, 2002; Gergen, 2001; Hare-Musten &
Maracek, 1994b). Social constructionists are less
interested in the answer to research questions and
more interested in the following: What are the
questions? Who gets to asks the questions? Why
are those methods used to examine those questions?
Postmodern thought can open a new and more pos-
itive way of understanding and can contribute to
the transformation of intellectual inquiry (Gergen,
2001). Although some feminists have rejected the
postmodern approach, Hare-Musten and Maracek
(1994b) argued that interrogation of the tension
between feminism and postmodern perspectives
can be used to transform psychological research.
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The conduct of feminist research from within the
postmodern approach involves conducting research
in which women’s interests are served.

Postmodern feminists view empiricist and stand-
point feminists as reverting to essentialist claims,
viewing women as an identity. Cosgrove (2003)
explains essentialism as viewing women as a group,
as having a single point of view, or as sharing a trait
(i.e., that women are caring). The standpoint posi-
tion is that women have a shared perspective or a
unique capacity (different from men’s) or voice; the
standpoint position is viewed as problematic from
a postmodern perspective. Brooks (2007) explains
the problem of essentialism of feminist standpoint
theory: “Beyond the difficulty of establishing that
women, as a group, unlike men as a group, have a
unique and exclusive capacity for accurately reading
the complexities of social reality, it is equally prob-
lematic to reduce all women to a group” (p. 70).
Thus, the essentialism inherent in empirical and
standpoint positions does not acknowledge the
diversity and complexity of women’s perspectives
and voices and does not attend to the ways that
gender is produced through socialization, context,
roles, policies, and interactions. Cosgrove (2003)
similarly explained that “the hegemony of the
essentialist claim of women’s experience or voice has
had the unfortunate effect of reinforcing normative
gendered behavior” (p. 89). Essentialism that views
gendered behaviors as universal, biological in origin,
and/or residing within women as traits or inherent
characteristics is essentially problematic.

Gergen (1988) explained the relationship of
research methods to essentialism. The decontex-
tualized approach to traditional research results
in studying women apart from the circumstances
of their lives. Social and cultural factors including
discrimination, violence, sexism, and others’ stereo-
types are eliminated from the view of the researcher.
Subsequently, researchers are likely to attribute
observed behavior as due to women’s traits or natu-
ral dispositions. Gergen concluded that research
should be conducted without violating the social
embeddedness of the participant.

(I met Lisa Cosgrove when I was a faculty
member at Duquesne University in 1985, having
recently completed my degree. She was completing
her doctorate in clinical psychology at Duquesne;
at Duquesne, she was trained in phenomenological
psychology with a very strong background in phi-
losophy of science. A few years after she had gradu-
ated and moved to Boston, we began collaborating.
Both feminists, I had experience as an empiricist
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and she was trained as a clinician and a phenom-
enologist. We wrote a series of papers on feminist
research, the study of gender and gender differences,
and epistemological issues that are cited here and
are the basis for this chapter. Discussions with Lisa
led me to the adoption of a postmodern position in
regards to feminist research.)

Implications for Feminist
Qualitative Methods

I have briefly reviewed the feminist epistemo-
logical positions to illustrate alternative feminist
positions and to trace transformations in the
theory and conduct of feminist research and the
development of feminist postmodernism. Equally
important is the demonstration of how feminist
criticism of logical positivist science relates to
the development and use of qualitative research
approaches. Feminist critiques of research led
some psychologists to a loss of confidence in the
scientific method; postmodern feminists object to
the privileged status given to scientific research-
ers, especially the scientific method in the posi-
tivist tradition (Chrisler & McHugh, 2011).
Feminist critics argued that the experimental
method, including its reductionism, the creation
of an artificial context, the failure to understand
the context of women’s lives, and the inherent
inequality of psychological experiments is not a
superior method for understanding the psychol-
ogy of women. For example, McHugh, Koeske,
and Frieze (1986) reviewed feminist arguments
that context matters and that the methods of
empiricism that decontextualize the individual
may support oppressive status quo conditions.
McHugh and her colleagues argued that the con-
trolled and artificial research situation may elicit
more conventional behavior from participants,
may inhibit self-disclosure, and may make the
situation “unreal” to the participants (McHugh
et al., 1986). The impetus for the adoption of
alternative epistemological positions came, in
part, from the criticism that the scientific method
put the experimenter in the position of influenc-
ing, deceiving, manipulating, and/or interpreting
“subjects.” Feminists working from a social con-
structionist perspective are interested in exam-
ining the implicit assumptions embedded in
traditional psychological research and theory. For
example, Unger (1979) acknowledged that our
position regarding what constitutes knowledge is
the basis for our choice of research methods and
the usefulness of our research to advance women.



Feminist researchers seck approaches to research
that advance our understanding of women with-
out committing essentialist errors or contributing
to gender inequities.

The idea that women need to express themselves
(i.e., find their own voice and speak for themselves),
rather than have their experience interpreted,
coded, or labeled by men, is consistent with femi-
nist standpoint theory. Qualitative methods are
preferred by many feminist psychologists because
they allow marginalized groups, such as women of
color, to have a voice and to impact the conduct
of research. Feminists value the representation of
marginalized groups and the use of subjective and
qualitative approaches that allow such participants
to speak about their own experiences. Postmodern
feminists might argue that liberation or equality
may be enacted or experienced when women resist
patriarchal conceptualizations of their/our expe-
rience and grasp the power to speak for ourselves

(Chrisler & McHugh, 2011).

Values of Feminist Research

In contrast to traditional research, feminist
research has paid special attention to the role that
the values, biases, and assumptions of the researcher
has on all aspects of the research process. Selection
of topics and questions, choice of methods, recruit-
ment of participants, selection of the audience, and
the potential uses of the research results are choices
made within a sociohistorical context that ultimately
influence what we “know” about a topic or a group
of people (cf. Bleir, 1984; Harding 1986; Keller,
1985; Sherif, 1979). Feminist research recognizes
that, as a result of unexamined androcentric biases at
both the epistemological and methodological levels,
women’s experiences have been neglected, marginal-
ized, and devalued. Feminist scholars, recognizing
that values play a formative role in research, believe
that values should be made explicit and critically
examined (Hawkesworth, 2006). Feminist research
is explicit in its ethical and political stance; feminist
research seeks epistemic truth and social justice and
challenges social bias as existing in some existing
knowledge claims (Jaggar, 2008a).

Feminist researchers have explicated their value
systems, realizing that an unbiased, objective posi-
tion is not possible. Feminists are aware that the
product cannot be separated from the process (Kelly,
1986) and strive to conduct research in an open,
collaborative, and nonexploitative way. The voice of
the participants is often the focus of the research,
but the researchers themselves are encouraged to

reflect on and report their own related experiences
and point of view (McHugh & Cosgrove, 2004;
Morawski, 1994).

Reflexivity

Feminists have questioned the possibility of and
the preference for value-free or neutral research and
the value of the detached, disengaged researcher
who is objective in the conduct of research. Not
only do we all and always have some relation to the
subject under study, but a connection to or experi-
ence with the phenomena may actually be an asset.
As Brooks and Hesse-Biber (2007) suggest, “rather
than dismissing human emotions and subjectivi-
ties, unique lived experiences, and world views as
contaminants or barriers in the quest for knowl-
edge, we might embrace these elements to gain new
insight and understandings or, in other words, new
knowledge” (p. 14). The feminist epistemological
perspective pays attention to personal experience,
position, emotions, and worldview as influencing
the conduct of research (Brooks & Hesse-Biber,
2007). In feminist research, there is a realization
that such connections cannot be removed, brack-
eted, or erased, but we do consider it important to
reveal them. The researcher is expected to acknowl-
edge her situated perspective, to reflect on and share
how her life experiences might have influenced her
choice of topics and questions.

In a related vein, Reinharz (1992) recommended
that valid listening to the voices of others requires
self-reflection on “who we are, and who we are
in relation to those we study” (p. 15). Feminist
research has frequently engaged in this process of
questioning, referred to as “reflexivity.” The reflexive
stance may involve critically examining the research
process in an attempt to explicate the assump-
tions about gender (and other oppressive) relations
that may underlie the research project (Maynard,
1992). Incorporating reflexivity is a complex and
multidimensional project, one that necessitates
a constant vigilance with regard to the epistemic
commitments that ground our research (Cosgrove
& McHugh, 2002).

In feminist research, a commonly used reflec-
tive approach is one in which the researcher pro-
vides an “intellectual autobiography” (Stanley &
Wise, 1993) tracing her interest in relationship with
and approach to the questions and to the research
participants. Ussher (1991) for example, traces
her interest in women’s madness to her mother’s
“mental illness,” thus eliminating the illusion that
she is a detached or disinterested knower. Hollway
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(1989) also offers such an extended reflexive stance
by deliberately and thoroughly examining how she
made decisions and interpretations throughout her
research on heterosexual relationships. Fine (1992)
offers multiple examples of reflections on the
research process, arguing that we should demystify
the ways in which we select, use, and exploit respon-
dents’ voices. Letherby (2003) provides an extended
examination and analysis of feminist research issues
by describing her own history and her experience
conducting individual and collaborative research
interviewing women who experienced infertility
and childlessness.

(In this chapter, I have included some of my own
biography as a feminist psychologist. I hope to share
part of my own journey, starting as an enthusias-
tic empiricist, then becoming a critic of biases in
research, to the adoption of a view of research as
political. Having traced that journey, I recognize
the potential contribution and the potential risks
that exist in any research undertaken, and I appreci-
ate the diversity of feminist positions in research.
Currently, I view myself as encouraging feminist
researchers to recognize the problems identified by
postmodern critics and to realize the potential for a
postmodern perspective to resolve issues and dilem-
mas in feminist research.)

Power

Feminist researchers are cognizant of the impact
of power on the research process. Jaggar (2008a)
described feminist research as concerned with the
complex relationship between social power (and
inequalities in social power) and the production
of knowledge. Part of the feminist critique of tra-
ditional research includes the power and author-
ity of the researcher to construct and control the
research process and product. In traditional science,
the power of the researcher is connected to his posi-
tion as an objective expert “knower” in relation to
the uninformed and ignorant subject of his inquiry
(Hubbard, 1988). Similarly Smith (1987) and
Collins (1989) have examined the power of the edu-
cated elite to ignore and invalidate the experiences
and knowledge of women and other marginalized
groups. Feminist researchers challenge this oppres-
sive status hierarchy in a number of ways. Feminists
challenge both the objectivity and the expertise/
knowledge of the scientist and view women (or
men) participants as knowing about their own
experiences. Feminists more than nonfeminists see
power as a socially mediated process as opposed
to a personal characteristic and recognize the role
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of power in efforts to transform science and soci-
ety (Unger, 1988). Thus, feminist research recog-
nizes the power inherent in the process of research
and attempts to use that power to transform soci-
ety. If the purpose of feminist research is to chal-
lenge or dismantle hierarchies of oppression, then
it is crucial that the research process not duplicate
or include power differentials. Yet it is difficult to
dismantle the competitive and hierarchical power
relations present across most contexts of our lives,
including the research context.

An identifying aspect of feminist research is
the recognition of power dilemmas in the research
process (Hesse-Biber, 2007b). Consistent with this
perspective, feminist research is based on a respect
for the participants as equals and agents rather than
subjects. In an attempt to dismantle power hierar-
chies, the feminist researcher is concerned with the
relationships among the research team; feminist
research teams are ideally nonhierarchical collabo-
rations (discussed later). Another dilemma is how
to interpret or represent the voices of the women
respondents; researchers are cautioned not to tell
their story, but, in the postmodern perspective, one’s
own position always as part of the research process.

Collaboration

Based on critiques of the experimental method,
feminist research has emphasized the need for a col-
laborative (rather than objectifying) focus. Feminist
research seeks to establish nonhierarchical relations
between researcher and respondent and to respect
the experience and perspective of the participants
(Worrell & Etaugh, 1994). Feminist psychologists
challenge the regulatory practices of traditional
research by developing more explicitly collaborative
practices (cf. Marks, 1993). Collaboration necessi-
tates an egalitarian context from the inception of
the research process to the distribution of results.
For example, instead of conducting an outcome
assessment of a battered women’s shelter based
on the preferred outcomes suggested by agencies,
researchers, or shelter staff (i.e., how many women
have left their abusive relationships?), Maguire
(2008) conducted participatory research with bat-
tered women examining a question they raised. As
Lather (1991) notes, empowerment and empirical
rigor are best realized through collaborative and
participatory efforts.

Often, relationships among researchers and
respondents, although referred to in the litera-
ture as partnerships, collaborations, or otherwise
egalitarian relations, may be better characterized



as ambivalent, guarded, or conflicted (McHugh &
Cosgrove, 2004). Being committed to seeing things
from the respondents’ position is a necessary aspect
of feminist research, but it is also important to rec-
ognize our privileged position within our relation-
ships with respondents and with co-workers. Often
credentials and our status within the academy place
us in a privileged position.

(Feminists idealize the collaborative approach,
but I, like others, have experienced difficulties in
some of my collaborations. Often, collaborations
are not an experience of equality or sisterhood.
Rather, differences in power, status, and experience
can impact the collaborations, which may be more
hierarchical than feminists might want. Feminist
researchers may not recognize that they do not share
the same epistemological perspectives. I also experi-
enced differences in styles of working and writing as
especially painful and problematic, in that class and
worldview are incorporated in nonconscious ways.)

Research as Advocacy and
Empowerment

Although I believe that feminist research should
explicitly address issues of social injustice, the
issue of doing research as advocacy is complex.
It is impossible to know in advance how best to
empower women and other marginalized groups.
Indeed, many scholars have argued that research-
ers tend to position themselves as active emanci-
pators and see participants as passive receivers of
emancipation (e.g., Lather, 1991). Conducting and
using research for advocacy requires the researcher
to engage in critical reflection on his or her epis-
temic commitments. Feminists try to design stud-
ies that avoid objectifying participants and foster
a particular kind of interaction. For example, par-
ticipatory researchers work with communities to
develop “knowledge” that can be useful in advo-
cacy and provide the basis for system change. In
terms of doing research with and for women, it is
important to develop knowledge collaboratively
and, whenever possible, share the knowledge with a
wider audience. Often, empowerment is viewed as
the process by which we allow or encourage respon-
dents to speak for themselves or to find their voice.
Certainly, teaching women to engage in speech or
actions that are of our choosing is not empowering,
but empowerment of other women is a complicated
issue, as discussed below. Wilkinson and Kitzinger
(1995) suggest that, in feminist research, we speak
for ourselves and create conditions under which

others will speak.

Challenges to Feminist Research
Voice

An important contribution made by feminist
researchers has been giving voice to women’s experi-
ences. Davis (1994) suggests that the notion of voice
resonates with feminists who hope that women’s
practices and ways of knowing may be a source of
empowerment and that speaking represents an end
to the silencing and suppression of women in patri-
archal culture. Many theorists have addressed the
silencing of women, the ways in which the construc-
tion of knowledge by “experts” resulted in women’s
voices not being heard, not being taken seriously,
or questioned as not trustworthy. “Women’s testi-
mony, women’s reports of their experiences, is as
often discredited. . . from their testifying about vio-
lence and sexual assault through their experiential
accounts of maladies, to their demonstrations of the
androcentricity of physics” (Code, 1995, p. 26).

At first thought, it might appear that the meta-
phor of voice and the methods designed around
it (i.e., the qualitative analysis of women’s narra-
tives) have allowed feminist psychology to articulate
women’s experiences. However, closer examination
of this metaphor and the research methods used to
support it argue for a more critical examination of
research that attempts to give women voice (Alcoff,
2008). The position that women can and must
speak for women and/or that women can listen
to each other differently than men has been chal-
lenged. Substituting a woman’s standpoint for an
androcentric position privileges women’s way of way
of being, speaking, viewing the world, and know-
ing, but the idea of women’s voice also essentializes
femininity and can reify the constructs of men and
women. Feminist theorists have cautioned that in our
attempts to correct psychology’s androcentric per-
spective, we must avoid a position that essentializes
masculinity and femininity (Bohan, 1993; Cosgrove,
2003; Hare-Mustin & Maracek, 1990) (i.e., one that
views differences between men and women as uni-
versal and as originating or residing within men and
women). Similarly, Davis (1994) questions whether
the notion of voice is a useful one for feminist theory.
Do women have voice (i.e., an “authentic” feminine
self)? Does voice refer to “the psychological focus
of femininity, the site of women’s subordination, or
the authentic expression of what women really feel”
(p- 355)? The use of the voice metaphor raises ques-
tions of essentialism. Is there such a thing as feminin-
ity, which can be discovered or uncovered?

Other feminists (e.g., Tavris, 1994) reminded us
that women (and girls) do not speak the same in all
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situations, pointing out that there is more than a
single “women’s voice” and that there is more than
one way to hear the same story. Similarly, Gremmen
(1994) questions whether authentic and false voices
can be distinguished in the qualitative analysis of
transcripts. Others have questioned whether women
are speaking for themselves when their responses are
reported, presented, organized, or otherwise pro-
duced by the researcher. The emancipatory poten-
tial of research is undermined when the researcher
positions herself as an arbitrator of truth and knowl-
edge or as a judge of what is or is not an authentic
voice (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2000).

There is great value in questioning who speaks
for whom; indeed, who speaks may be more impor-
tant than what is said (cf. Lather, 1991; 1992;
Rappaport & Stewart, 1997). When we speak for
women or about women’s experience, we may dis-
tort or silence women’s own voices (Cosgrove &
McHugh, 2000). Can we presume to know how to
express the experiences of other women? The issues
are further complicated when we attempt to “speak
for others across the complexities of difference”
(Code, 1995, p. 30); that is, speak for women who
differ from us in terms of age, class, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, region, and other dimensions (Alcoff,
2008). As feminist researchers, we might recognize
the degree to which we have positioned ourselves
as “universalizing spokesperson” and abandon that
role, choosing instead the role of “cultural workers
who do what they can to lift the barriers which pre-
vent people from speaking for themselves” (Lather,
1991, p. 47).

Relinquishing the role of “universalizing spokes-
person” requires a shift in how we conduct our
research and in how we analyze our data. Marks
(1993) encouraged us to reflect on the institutional
power we have as researchers in order to avoid buy-
ing into the illusion of empowerment or democracy.
To ensure that our hypotheses and questions are
relevant, meaningful, and helpful to participants,
we might ask participants to comment on, modify,
add to, or even change the questions developed by
the researcher. Standard research practice might
include conducting a needs assessment and obtain-
ing pilot data on the appropriateness of the focus,
structure, and design of the research. The research
process might begin with an opportunity for par-
ticipants to voice their concerns and collaborate in
the development of the research questions. In addi-
tion, Cosgrove and McHugh (2000) suggest that
researchers adopt a cautious and reflective approach
when editing participants’ narrative accounts. We
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need to acknowledge and attend to the fact that
editing changes the voice(s) heard. The way in
which we frame and present quotes may involve
implicit assumptions about our interpretive author-
ity; when we are not including the entire narrative,
we need to include a rationale for and a detailed
description of our editing choices. The question
of “who can/should speak for whom engages with
issues of power and the politics of knowledge that
are especially delicate in present day feminist and
other postcolonial contexts” (Code, 1995, p. 26).
Struggles for the “power to name” are continu-
ally played out in politics, the media, and in the
academy. Specific words are needed to describe con-
cepts that are important to people; without those
words, it is very difficult to think about—and nearly
impossible to talk about—objects, ideas, and situa-
tions. Feminists have provided words and concepts
to describe the previously unspoken experiences
of women and girls (Smith, Johnston-Robledo,
McHugh & Chrisler, 2010) including stalking, date
rape, coercive sex, and intimate partner violence.
Yet, our constructions and operational definitions
of the phenomenon under study can also introduce
limitations and distortions in women’s understand-
ing of their own experiences (McHugh, Livingston,
& Frieze, 2008). When we give a woman a label for
her experience and outline for her the particulars of
the phenomenon, we direct her attention and mem-
ory and impact her own construction of her experi-
ences. In this way, science has claimed the power
to name reality and has sometimes challenged the
credibility of women to articulate and name their
own experiences. Postmodern feminists are attentive
to the power of words and examine how language or
discourse is used to frame women’s experience.

Validity

Traditionally, objectivity has been equated with
quantitative measurement and logical positiv-
ist approaches to science and is valued as the path
to truth and knowledge. Qualitative research and
research rooted in standpoint and postmodern epis-
temologies are frequently seen as subjective and are
devalued as such. Feminist and other postmodern
critics of logical positivism argue that objectivity is
an illusion that has contributed (illegitimately) to
the power of science and scientists to make knowl-
edge claims (e.g., Hubbard, 1988). The position of a
disengaged or impartial researcher who studies oth-
ers as objects, without investing in their well-being,
or the outcomes of the research, has been rejected.
Objectivity in this sense is 70z seen as a superior way



to understand the world or the people in it. From
a postmodern perspective, all knowledge involves a
position or perspective that results in partial or situ-
ated knowledge. Furthermore, postmodern posi-
tions reject claims of grand theories and discoveries
of some truth that exists “out there.” Knowledge is
viewed as co-created or constructed in social inter-
actions. Developing a theory of human behavior
based on the study of a limited sample of people
is viewed as inappropriate and universalizing. Some
have exposed the issue of scientific objectivity as an
elitist effort to exclude others from making mean-
ing, a system by which all who are not trained to
participate are devaluated and objectified (Hubbard,
1988; Schewan, 2008).

Feminist qualitative research as described here
has not sought universal truths about women but
has increasingly been focused on particular com-
munities of women (people), and the research is
“judged” as useful in terms of its contribution to
the improvement of women’s lives or to the (re)
solution of a locally defined problem. Yet, some
feminist theorists have grappled with the issue of
validity claims. Is every interpretation or conclu-
sion based on qualitative “data” equally valid? How
can we know or evaluate our research as valid, if
not objective? Questions of validity and credibility
(which are sometimes discussed in terms of objec-
tivity) remain unanswered or contested in regards
to feminist qualitative research.

Schewan (2008) addresses the question of objec-
tivity, asking “What is it about objectivity that helps
to make a claim acceptable?” She argues that we do
want our claims to be acceptable to some broader
constituency. What do we have to do to establish
such credibility? Schewan’s (2008) answer to these
questions revolves around questions of trustwor-
thiness. Her argument for an epistemological
trustworthiness involves multiple dimensions of
credibility including, for example, research that is
critical, contextual, committed, and co-responsible;
and practical, political, pluralist, and participa-
tory. Furthermore, Schewan contends that trust
is ultimately a product of community, and a basic
question we might ask about our own research is
in which (and how broad a) community would we
look for consensus on the validity of our research? In
which context do want to articulate our claims, and
how might we be evaluated in that context. In par-
ticipatory action research, the researcher typically
would have the participants in the project provide
feedback as to the accuracy, validity, and usefulness
of the project “data.”

Similarly, Collins (2008) views community
and connectedness as essential to establishing the
validity of black feminist theory. She observes that
in the African-American community new knowl-
edge claims are not worked out in isolation, but
in dialogue. An example of the dialogue for assess-
ing the validity of black women’s concerns is the
call-and-response interaction in African-American
communities, including churches. Ideas are tested
and evaluated in one’s own community, which is
also the context in which people become human and
are empowered. Black feminist thought emerges in
the context of subjugated individuals. Each idea or
form of knowledge involves a specific location from
which to examine points of connection; each group
speaks from its own unique standpoint and shares
its own partial and situated knowledge. There are no
claims to universal truth. Collins also notes that this
approach to validation is distinctly different from
scientific objectivity in that this dialogue involves
community rather than individualism, speaking
from the heart, and the integration of reason and
emotion.

The feminist scientist may question objectivity
but continue to return to the concept when design-
ing a feminist science (Keller, 1985). Haraway
(2008) and Harding (2008) are searching for a
broader form of validation of claims; they articulate
their ideas for a successor science and a feminist ver-
sion of objectivity. Coming from the epistemology
of standpoint theory, Harding (2008) anticipates
the emergence of a successor science that offers
an acknowledged better and richer account of the
world. In response to questions of how to maintain
validity and reliability in research when objectivity
is challenged, Harding (1991) proposed the solution
of strong objectivity. Her idea of strong objectivity
is based on the outsider perspective (Mayo, 1982)
or the double consciousness attributed to African
Americans (Collins, 1990). In Harding’s approach
to validity, individuals at the margins of the insti-
tutions of knowledge may provide an outsider per-
spective on the conceptualization not evident to the
insiders at the center. Harding argued that outsiders
can bring awareness of the ways in which values,
interests, and practices impact the production of
knowledge. Harding argued that including the per-
spectives of the outsider or marginalized perspec-
tives can strengthen the objectivity of science while
retaining validity (Rosser, 2008).

Haraway (2008) offers her vision of a usable doc-
trine of objectivity, embodied vision. Consistent with
Collins (2008) and Schewan (2008), Haraway’s
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ideas about validity relate to conversation and com-
munity; situated knowledge is about communities
not individuals. Haraway proposes that our capac-
ity for knowing involves embodied vision; that is,
we are limited to partial and situated knowledge
because our vision is limited by our body in a
physical location. She contrasts this idea of situated
and partial knowledge with the omnipotence and
omnipresence of a male (god); thus, her concep-
tion of objectivity relates to where we are located
in the world, as opposed to an objectivity that
comes from being above the fray. Haraway recom-
mended that we share our knowledge with others
who occupy a different space to help construct a
larger vision. Haraway calls for objectivity as posi-
tioned rationality, rational and fuller knowledge as
a process of ongoing critical interpretations among
a community of interpreters and (de)coders. In her
vision, feminist objectivity would make for both
surprises and irony (since we are not in charge of
the world). As indicated here, feminist researchers
employing qualitative and post-positivist meth-
ods continue to contend with the issue of validity.
Current approaches emphasize knowledge as partial
and situated (as opposed to universal truth) and the
validity of knowledge as established through dia-

logue with participant communities.

Forms of Feminist Qualitative
Research

In this section, I introduce a number of quali-
tative forms of research and examine them in rela-
tion to feminist goals for research. All possible
forms of qualitative research are not introduced or
described; the selection represents in part my own
areas of interest or expertise. The forms of research
addressed here can be undertaken from any feminist
epistemological positions, and each of these is con-
sistent with a postmodern perspective.

In-Depth Interviews

Interviewing is a valued method for feminist
researchers, allowing them to gain insight into
the lives and experiences of their respondents and
potentially helping others to understand a group of
women. Feminists are often concerned with experi-
ences that are hidden, for example, the lives of mar-
ginalized women (Geiger, 1990). When the goal of
the research is in-depth understanding, a smaller
sample is used since the interviewer is interested in
the process and meanings and not in the generaliza-
tion of the findings (Hesse-Biber, 20074). In more
unstructured interviews, the researcher exerts very
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litele control over the process, letting the interview
flow where the respondent goes.

Interviewing as a feminist research strategy is
designed to get at the lived experience of the respon-
dent (Nelson, 1989). Often, a goal of interview-
ing is to have women express their ideas, insights,
or experiences in their own words. According to
Letherby (2003), the method chosen in a feminist
project should allow the voices of the respondents
to be distinct and discernible. Feminist interview-
ing is conscious of the relationship between the
researcher and the researched and of the ways that
power operates in the interview and in the product
of the project. Letherby (2003) describes variation
in how much two-way conversation she engaged in,
and she also describes the relationship between the
researcher and respondent as dynamic and changing
over time.

One feminist perspective on interviewing is that
the researcher and the respondent co-construct
meaning. Oakley (1981) espoused a participa-
tory model that involves the researcher sharing
aspects of her own biography with the researched.
A more conversational and sharing approach invites
intimacy. Oakley also sees this as a way to break
down the power hierarchy. As an example, Parr
(1998) traced her own development from a posi-
tivist researcher to a more feminist and grounded
approach in her interviews of mature women who
returned to education. Parr (1998) started with a
barriers framework that she eventually abandoned
when the respondents’ stories did not fit this frame-
work: the women did not perceive themselves as
experiencing barriers. Her subsequent analysis was
rooted in the data, and the respondents influenced
the research process. Importantly and unexpect-
edly, her participants gave more personal reasons for
their reentry, and more than one-half of the women
reported serious incidents or traumatic experiences
as linked to their return to education. Parr (1998)
reported that listening closely and paying atten-
tion to the women’s nonverbal behaviors helped her
to hear what they were telling her about the links
between trauma and education “once she allowed
the women’s voices to be heard” (p. 100).

Narratives as Research

The use of narratives as research is compatible
with a postmodern or social constructionist per-
spective. Narratives are the stories people tell about
their lives. Narrative research focuses on the ways
in which individuals choose to tell their stories,
in relation to the frameworks or master narratives



provided by the culture for organizing and describ-
ing life experiences (Sarbin, 1986). Master narra-
tives refer to the cultural frameworks that limit and
structure the way that stories are told in order to
support the status quo and the dominant groups’
perspective on reality. Gergen (2010) described her
analysis of how women’s narratives differed from the
cultural heroic myths of male narratives; she argued
that women’s narratives were more embodied, and
that in women’s narratives, love and achievement
themes were interwoven. Story telling can be used,
however, to disrupt or challenge accepted percep-
tions and master narratives. Stories are used to com-
municate experience, but they can also articulate
ideology and can move people to action (Romero
& Stewart, 1999).

A narrative approach can be employed to further
feminist goals. Narratives have been discussed as an
innovative feminist method (Gergen, Chrisler, &
LoCicero, 1999) designed to reveal cultural con-
structions. Recognizing, resisting, or deconstructing
the master narratives that have been used to restrict
or limit the experiences of women is one feminist
form of narrative research (Romero & Stewart,
1999). Other examples of feminist narrative
research are presented in Franz and Stewart’s (1994)
edited volume of narratives, in which they explore
the way in which narratives “create” a psychology
of women. Thus, storytelling can lead to “ideologi-
cal transformations and to political mobilization”
(Romero & Stewart, 1999, p. xii). Storytelling is
seen as a way of including women’s experience, of
breaking the silence of women, and as a way of giv-
ing women a voice for the expression and analysis of
their own experiences (Romero & Stewart, 1999).
They argue that social transformative work is done
through the telling of previously untold stories and
through women’s naming and analyzing their own
experience (Romero & Stewart, 1999).

Narrative research reveals our desire to provide
a unified and coherent story and to gloss over or
ignore paradoxes, inconsistencies, and contra-
dictions in women’s lives (Cabello, 1999; Franz
& Stewart, 1994). The challenge for feminist
researchers is to find methods for including and
representing dualities and contradictions present
in women’s lives (Cabello, 1999). Cabello (1999)
describes the methodological challenge of includ-
ing the incoherence and contradictions in narrative
research. She also discusses the tensions between
the researcher’s interpretation and the subjects
active participation in the telling and interpreta-
tion of her life story.

Discourse Analysis

The main goal of discourse analysis is to inves-
tigate how meanings are produced within narrative
accounts (e.g., in conversations, newspapers, or
interviews). Thus, the label discourse analysis does
not describe a technique or a formula, but rather it
describes a set of approaches that can be used when
researchers work with texts (Cosgrove & McHugh,
2008). Researchers who use a discourse analytic
approach emphasize the constitutive function of
language, and they address the ways in which power
relations are reproduced in narrative accounts
(McHugh & Cosgrove, 2004). A discourse analytic
approach is grounded in the belief that meaning
and knowledge are created by discourse; discourse
analysts views language/discourse as constituting
our experience. Based on the belief that all forms
of discourse serve a function and have particular
effects, and the research focus is on “how talk is con-
structed and what it achieves” (Potter & Wetherell,
1996, p. 164). The researcher cannot, simply by vir-
tue of switching from a quantitative to a qualitative
approach, uncover an experience or identity that
exists prior to and distinct from human interaction.
There are no true, real, or inner experiences or iden-
tities that somehow reside underneath the words a
woman uses to describe that experience or identity.
The paradigm shift from analyzing interview data
to analyzing discourse involves a different perspec-
tive on the goals of research and what we can know
(Cosgrove & McHugh, 2002). It encourages us to
examine the practices, technologies, and ideologies
that allow for the experiences that we are investigat-
ing. This shift may help us focus on structural rather
than individual change strategies.

In the conduct of discourse analysis, the
researcher is explicitly interested in the sociopo-
litical context that creates particular discourses
and discourages other constructions and linguis-
tic practices (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 1995). The
implications of this epistemological shift for devel-
oping alternative methodologies can be seen in
how interview-based data would be approached
and analyzed. The researcher does not assume that
she will discover some underlying truth about
women’s essential nature or personality. Instead,
the researcher is interested in identifying domi-
nant and marginalized discourses and in addressing
how women position themselves in the available
discourses. As previously noted, rather than deny-
ing or trying to overcome the inconsistencies, con-
tradictions, or ambivalence in women’s accounts
of their experience, the researcher pursues these

MCHUGH I51



contradictions. This allows for a better understand-
ing of how women might position themselves
otherwise (Burr, 1995; Hollway, 1989; Kitzinger,
1995; Potter & Wetherell, 1996). This social con-
structionist approach moves the researcher from the
analysis of narratives as revealing inner subjectivity
(i.e., of a woman’s story as revealing who she is) to
an analysis of discourse as constituting subjectiv-
ity. Thus, the question shifts from “what does this
account reveal about women’s underlying or true
nature?” to “what does this account reveal about
the dominant discourses to which women have
been subjected?” and “what does this account reveal
about discourses which have become marginalized?”
The analysis of data is then carried out with a focus
on the questions “when and how do women resist
dominant discourses when those discourses cause
them distress, and how might we allow for greater
opportunities to position ourselves in alternative
discourses?”

The implications for feminist research are dra-
matic and complex. If there is no method to “get
to the bottom of things,” what does it mean to
create a space for women to speak for themselves?
A researcher using discourse analysis would under-
stand meaning to be produced rather than revealed.
An account of an individual’s experience is always
located in a complex network of power relations
(Cosgrove & McHugh, 2008). Thus, in analyzing
women’s accounts, a social constructionist approach
applies an analysis of power. The interview, and
analysis, is not about discovering “truths” but about
identifying dominant and marginalized discourses.
The analysis examines the degree and the ways in
which individuals resist oppressive discourses. For
example, a psychologist interested in the experi-
ence of motherhood would first recognize that the
discourses of motherhood shape and confine one’s
understanding of oneself as a mother and as not a
mother (Letherby, 2003). The analysis of the data
on the experience of being a mother would be
contextualized in terms of how discourses produce
certain identities (e.g., “supermom,” mother as the
primary care-giver, etc.) while marginalizing others

(Cosgrove, 1999).

Focus Groups

Wilkinson (1998) argues for the use of focus
groups as a feminist method in that focus groups
can meet the feminist goals of examining women’s
behavior in naturalistic social contexts and in a way
that shifts the power from the researcher to the
participants. A focus group might be described as
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an informal discussion among a group of people,
which is focused on a specific topic and is either
observed or taped by the researcher (Morgan &
Krueger, 1993). Focus groups are typically facili-
tated by a trained moderator who fosters a comfort-
able environment. Kitzinger (1994) suggests that
focus group interviews might be used as an effective
method when gaining information from partici-
pants is difficult; that is, when people feel disenfran-
chised, unsafe, or reluctant to participate. Focus
groups may be useful in mining subjugated knowl-
edge or in giving a voice to members of margin-
alized groups or empowering clients (Leavy, 2007;
Morgan, 2004). Focus groups have been used to
bridge a gap in perspective between the researcher
and the informants (Morgan, 2004). The commu-
nication in focus groups may be dynamic and create
a sense of a “happening” (Leavy, 2007). In success-
ful focus groups, participants express or share some
of their experiences with others using their own lan-
guage and frameworks (Leavy, 2007).

Focus groups avoid the artificiality of many psy-
chological methods. Focus groups mimic the every-
day experience of talking with friends, family, and
others in our social networks. The focus group itself
may be seen as a social context and, at the same
time, as a parallel to the social context in which
people typically operate. The group-based approach
of nondirective interviewing allows the participants
to identify, discuss, disagree about, and contextual-
ize issues of importance to them (Hennink, 2008).
At times, the focus group may reveal the extent of
consensus and diversity of opinion within groups
(Morgan, 2004). The group environment can pro-
vide rich data regarding complex behaviors and
human interactions.

People establish and maintain relationships,
engage in activities, and make decisions through
daily interactions with other people. Focus groups
may use these preexisting or naturally occurring
groups, or may set up groups of people who do
not know each other (Wilkinson, 1998). For
example, Press (1991) studied female friends talk-
ing about abortion by having them meet in one
woman’s home to view and discuss an episode
of a popular television show. The focus group
can thus avoid artificiality by making naturalis-
tic observations of the process of communica-
tion in everyday social interaction (Wilkinson,
1998; 1999). More importantly, the focus group
provides the opportunity to observe how people
form opinions, influence each other, and generate
meaning in the context of discussion with others



(Wilkinson, 1998; 1999). For feminists who see
the self as relational or identity as constructed
(e.g., Kitzinger, 1994), the focus group can be an
ideal method. In focus groups, the influence of the
researcher is minimized as women in the group
speak for themselves and voice their own concerns
and themes. Focus groups may also provide an
opportunity to access the views of individuals who
have been underrepresented in traditional meth-
ods (Wilkinson, 1998). Focus groups may lead
to consciousness raising or to the articulation of
solutions to women’s problems (Wilkinson, 1998;
1999). Focus groups may be a component of par-
ticipatory action projects (Morgan, 2004). The
increased use of focus groups by social scientists
over the past two decades argues for their useful-
ness as a qualitative method (Morgan, 2004).

Feminist Phenomenological
Approaches

A phenomenological approach emphasizes
a (paradigm) shift from observed behaviors to
the importance of an individual’s lived experi-
ence as the proper subject matter for psychology.
Phenomenology is committed to the articula-
tion of individuals’ experience as description and
does not subscribe to hypothesis testing. Husserl
(1970) argued that psychologists should use
descriptive methods to try and capture the mean-
ing of individuals’ experience; he emphasized the
need for social scientists to investigate the per-
sonal, the life-world to capture the experiential
nature of human experience. Criticizing psychol-
ogy (and other social sciences) for its adherence
to positivist methods, he challenged the subjec-
tive/objective distinction. (Cosgrove & McHugh,
2008). Thus, a phenomenological approach is not
just another method that might be employed by
a feminist researcher, but an alternative approach
to knowledge (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2008).
Phenomenological research uses a descriptive
method that attempts to capture the experiential
meaning of human experience (Nelson, 1989).
Phenomenologically informed researchers do not
test hypotheses but generate theory from the data
(i-e., individuals’ experiences). This approach does
not distinguish between objective and subjec-
tive methods but does privilege description over
measurement and quantification (Cosgrove &
McHugh, 2008). The phenomenological researcher
does not subscribe to the goal of uncovering or dis-
covering truths about the participants’ experience
but has a commitment to articulating the lived

experience of the participants and analyzing the
sociopolitical context in which the experience
occurs (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2008). For exam-
ple, a research team could investigate the lived
experience of being “at home.” The descriptive
differences in men and women’s lived experience
might be described without essentializing or reify-
ing gender.

According to Cosgrove and McHugh (2008),
phenomenology shares the feminist commitment
to creating a space to hear (women’s) stories. In phe-
nomenologically grounded research, the researcher
may examine the ways in which gender (along
with race, class, and culture) plays a key role in
shaping women’s experiences. Phenomenologists
also share the feminist commitment to test theory
against experience. Both feminists and phenom-
enologists recognize the limits of laboratory-based
research, emphasize the importance of listening to
individuals’ experiences, and appreciate the pos-
sibilities of a descriptive science (Nelson, 1989).
Cosgrove and McHugh (2008) suggest that some
feminists would agree with the phenomenologi-
cal perspective that relying, epistemologically and
methodologically, on quantification and measure-
ment to the exclusion of life-world description is
a limited approach that produces alienated rather
than emancipatory knowledge.

Both feminists and phenomenologists view
research as an interaction or dialogue between the
researcher and the participant (Garko, 1999). The
phenomenological approach emphasizes connec-
tions among self, world, and others and allows the
researcher to hear women’s experiences as contextu-
alized within the larger social order. Consistent with
feminist research, a phenomenological perspective
demands that we hear, describe, and try to articu-
late the meaning of women’s experiences, including
stories that have been marginalized and/or silenced
(Cosgrove & McHugh, 2008).

Participatory Action Research

“Participatory research offers a way to openly
demonstrate solidarity with oppressed and disem-
powered people through our work as researchers”
(Maguire, 2008, p. 417). Maguire (1987; 2008)
described participatory action research as involving
investigation, education, and action. By involving
ordinary people in the process of posing problems
and solving them, participatory research can create
solidarity and social action designed to radically
change social reality, as opposed to other meth-
ods that describe or interpret reality (Maguire,
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2008). Goals of feminist research, including self-
determination, emancipation, and personal and
social transformation, are approached by work-
ing with oppressed people, not studying them
(Maguire, 2008). When working with a community
group to address a problem they define, the tradi-
tional distinctions between knower and participant
and between knowledge and action are dissolved
(Hall, 1979).

In contrast to the traditional valuation of theo-
retical and pure science over applied science, partici-
patory action research challenges the dichotomous
view of applied versus theoretical research. In action
research, theory is political and action has theo-
retical implications (Hoshmand & O’Byrne, 1996;
Reinharz, 1992). Hoshmand and O’Byrne (1996)
view action research as consistent with postmod-
ern and post-positivist revisions of science; action
research takes an explicitly contextual focus and thus
action researchers may be less likely to commit the
“errors” of essentialism and universalism (Cosgrove
& McHugh, 2002). Participatory research is built
on the (feminist) critique of positivist science, and
the androcentrism of much of traditional social sci-
ence research (Maguire, 2008) and the emancipa-
tory impact of participatory research is dependent
on feminist analysis. Researchers should explicitly
consider gender and patriarchy as important com-
ponents of the project (Maguire, 1987). A challenge
for feminist researchers is to consider the operation
of class, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and other
dimensions of oppression in the research agenda.

In addition to improving the lives of the par-
ticipants, education and the development of criti-
cal consciousness is a component of participatory
action research (Maguire, 2008). The research pro-
cess can assist the community members to develop
skills in information gathering and use and in
analysis. Perhaps more significantly, the community
members may develop a critical understanding of
social problems and underlying causes and possible
ways to overcome them. By having ordinary people
participate in the research, affirming and extending
their knowledge about their own lives, participatory
action research exposes and helps to dismantle the
industry of knowledge production. Knowledge pro-
duction and traditional research exclude ordinary
people from meaningful participation in knowledge
creation, intimidate marginalized groups through
academic degrees and jargon, and dehumanize peo-
ple as objects of research (Maguire, 2008).

In this spirit of research designed to create criti-
cal consciousness (of the sexual double standard),
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McHugh and her students facilitated discussions
in class and in focus groups of undergraduate stu-
dents about their experience and observation of slut
bashing and the walk of shame (McHugh, Sciarillo,
Pearlson, & Watson, 2011; Sullivan & McHugh,
2009). Students shared their understanding and
experience of who gets called a slut and why. In the
discussion, many students recognized the opera-
tion of the sexual double standard and developed
some understanding of how this impacted their
own and other women’s expression of sexuality. This
“research” emphasizes the students as experts on this
topic, helps students develop critical consciousness,
and documents the existence of the sexual double
standard as common social practice, in contrast to
quantitative research that does not confirm the exis-
tence of the sexual double standard (Crawford &
Popp, 2003).

In most social action research, the researchers
design the research project to empower the indi-
viduals and communities with whom they work
(Cosgrove & McHugh, 2008). In participatory
research, the shared agenda is set by the commu-
nity; traditional research is based on the researcher’s
agenda. The engagement and solidarity with par-
ticipants is an important feature of participatory
research, in contrast to the traditional objectivity
and disengagement of the experimenter. For exam-
ple, in contrast to traditional research (e.g., why
battered women stay), Maguire (1987) reported
on her participatory research with a group of bat-
tered women in Gallup, New Mexico. Maguire
talked with former battered women in their kitch-
ens, employing Freire’s (1970) concept of dialogue.
The researcher and participants moved through a
cycle of reflection and action; Maguire presented
the women (in their own words) as they searched
for how to move forward after living with violent
men. These results are in contrast to the psycholo-
gizing and victim-blaming approaches often taken
in research with women who experience intimate
partner violence (McHugh, 1993; McHugh,
Livingston, & Frieze, 2008). Fine (1992) also iden-
tified the victim-blaming interpretations made by
researchers. In a critical examination of articles
published in 7he Psychology of Women Quarterly,
Fine documented that authors “psychologized
the structural forces that construct women’s lives
by offering internal explanations for social condi-
tions, and through the promotion of individual-
istic change strategies, authors invited women to
alter some aspect of self in order to transform social
arrangements” (p. 6).



A variety of qualitative methods were described
here with an emphasis on why and how each
method might be used by feminist researchers. For
each of the methods, feminist researchers with dif-
fering epistemological positions are likely to share
certain concerns regarding the research: “attention
to women’s voices, differences between and within
groups of women, women’s contextual and concrete
experiences, and researcher positionality” (Leckenby
& Hess-Biber, 2007, p. 279). As feminist research-
ers, we might mine each approach for its liberatory
potential.

Innovations in Feminist Research
Intersectionality

Feminist analytic strategies have been used to
challenge biological reductionism, demonstrat-
ing how race and gender hierarchies are produced
and maintained (Hawkesworth, 2006, p. 207).
Increasingly, feminists have realized that individu-
als’ experiences are influenced by both race and
gender and by the intersection of various identities
(intersectionality). Intersectionality is an innovative
approach that applies an analytic lens to research
on gender, racial, ethnic, class, age, sexual orienta-
tion, and other dimensions of disparities (Dill &
Zambrana, 2009). The approach of intersectional-
ity analyzes the intersections of oppressions, rec-
ognizing that race, sexual orientation, social class,
and other oppressed identities are socially con-
structed. Intersectionality challenges traditional
approaches to the study of inequality that isolated
each factor of oppression (e.g., race) and treated it
as independent of other forms of oppression (Dill
& Zambrana 2009). Interpersonal interactions
and institutional practices can create marginaliza-
tion and subsequently constrain women of color
and women marginalized by other identities. In
response to such recognition, feminist scholars of
color have coined the term “intersectionality” to
refer to the complex interplay of social forces that
produce particular women and men as members of
particular classes, races, ethnicities, and nationali-
ties (Crenshaw, 1989). McCall (2005) has referred
to intersectionality as the most important contri-
bution of women’s studies; intersectionality chal-
lenges the dominant perspectives within multiple
disciplines including psychology. Intersectionality
recognizes the interrelatedness of racialization and
gendering. The term “racing-gendering” highlights
the interactions of racialization and gendering in
the production of difference (Hawkesworth, 2006).
The identities of women of color result from an

amalgam of practices that construct them as Other.
Such practices include silencing, excluding, margin-
alizing, stereotyping, and patronizing.

For example, in a study of congresswomen
(103rd Congress), Hawkesworth (2006) found
the narratives of congresswomen of color to be
markedly different from the interview responses of
white congresswomen. African-American congress-
women, especially, related experiences of insults,
humiliation, frustration, and anger. Hawkesworth
(2006) provides a series of examples to demon-
strate that Congress was/is a race-gendered institu-
tion, that race-specific constructions of acting as a
man and a woman are intertwined in daily interac-
tions in that setting. She further relates the expe-
riences of invisibility and subordination of black
congresswomen to congressional action on welfare
reform and concludes that the data indicate ongo-
ing race-gendering in the institutional practices
of Congress and in the interpersonal interactions
among members of Congress.

Developing Consciousness

Consciousness raising (CR) was an important
method of the second wave of feminism in the
United States (Chrisler & McHugh, 2011). Through
group discussions, women recognized common-
alities in their experiences that they had previously
believed to be personal problems (Brodsky, 1973).
Such discussions had the potential to reveal aspects
of sexism and patriarchy and led to the realization
that the personal is political; that is, that the power
imbalance between women and men and the way
that society was structured along gender lines con-
tributed to women’s experiences of distress (Hanish,
1970). Undertaken as political action, CR groups
were later facilitated by psychologists and became
a model for therapeutic women’s groups (Brodsky,
1973). Consciousness raising groups are a form of
participatory action research. Consciousness rais-
ing is a method for understanding and experienc-
ing women’s experiences, and for understanding
and resisting patriarchy. Consciousness-raising is an
important contribution of feminism.

DOUBLE CONSCIOUSNESS

In an elaboration of consciousness raising, some
theorists have discussed women’s double conscious-
ness in relation to feminist standpoint theory. In one
version of double consciousness, women, as a result
of their subordinated position, have an awareness
of their own daily lives and work (which are invis-
ible to members of the dominant group), but they
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also have an understanding of the lives of the domi-
nant group (Nielsen, 1989. Or, women scientists,
by participating in science and yet experiencing the
subordinated position of women, have a unique per-
spective as both an insider and an “other,” to exam-
ine the operation of sexist bias in science (Rosser,
2008). Most frequently, double consciousness refers
to the position of black feminist theorists that black
women hold a unique position that allows them to
understand the operation of both sexism and racism
(Collins, 1990; 2008). Collins argues that such con-
sciousness, based on lived experience, involves both
knowledge and wisdom and that such consciousness
is essential to black women’s survival. Black women
share their truth by way of storytelling or narrative,
and the black community values their stories. The
consciousness of black women is thus forged in con-
nection with community. Collins (2008) suggests
“the significance of a Black feminist epistemology
may lie in its ability to enrich our understanding of
how subordinate groups create knowledge that fos-
ters both empowerment and social justice” (Collins,
2008, p. 256).

In an elaboration of double consciousness, femi-
nist standpoint approaches have developed into
a method, as well as an epistemological position
(Hawkesworth, 2006; Sandoval, 2000). Feminist
standpoint as a method begins with the “collection
and interrogation of competing claims about a single
phenomenon” (Hawkesworth, 2006, p. 178). The
method involves the contrast and analysis of com-
peting situated (theoretical and value-laden) claims
to understand the role theoretical presuppositions
play in cognition. The feminist standpoint analysis
may suggest ways to resolve seemingly intractable
(Hawkesworth, 2006). Hawkesworth
(2000) illustrates the method with an analysis of
multiple feminist positions on Affirmative Action.

conflicts

OPPOSITIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Authors and theorists from varied backgrounds
and geographies have described and theorized a
form of consciousness referred to as “oppositional
consciousness.” The recognition and development
of “oppositional consciousness” is considered both a
social movement and a method (Sandoval, 2000). As
a method, cultural theorists aim to specify and rein-
force particular forms of resistance to the dominant
social hierarchy. “The methodology of the oppressed
is a set of processes, procedures and technologies for
de-colonizing the imagination” (Sandoval, 2000,
p. 68). The theory and method of oppositional

consciousness is a consciousness developed within
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women of color feminism (Sandoval, 2000, p. 180),
where it has been employed as a methodology of
the oppressed. The methodology of oppositional
consciousness, as theorized by a racially diverse
(US) coalition of women of color, demonstrates
the procedures for achieving affinity and alliance
across difference (Sandoval, 2000). Through a series
of dialogues, processes, meaning-making, decon-
structions, and consciousness, people in search of
emancipation from oppression voice, interrogate,
and theorize their experiences, recognize (resist) ide-
ologies and practices of oppression, and transcend
differences to achieve an alliance, a coalition of con-
sciousness that opposes oppression and transcends
difference (Sandoval, 2000).

TRANS/FEMINIST METHODOLOGY

In a related approach, Pryse (2000) argued that
the interdisciplinarity of women’s studies can con-
tribute to the development of a “trans/feminist
methodology.” Pryse (2000) contends that there
is a special opportunity in the study of women’s
studies scholars; faculty and students from diverse
disciplinary backgrounds collaborate over ques-
tions regarding gender and its interconnections
with race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, ability, and cul-
ture. Envisioning a hybrid or “trans” methodology
is the challenge of interdisciplinary collaborations
(Friedman, 1998; Pryse, 2000). She examines inter-
disciplinarity as involving intellectual flexibility and
engagement in cross-cultural analyses, both of which
can be conducive to cross-cultural insight and may
enhance receptivity to difference. Pryse is hopeful
that the work of interdisciplinary teams can develop
the transversal political perspective described by
Yuval-Davis (1997). Transversal political perspec-
tives are contrasted with identity politics in which
women from different classes, regions, nations,
races, or ethnicities recognize and emphasize the
differences in their material and political realities.
In a transversal political perspective, women could
“enter into a dialogue concerning their material and
political realities without being required to assert
their collective identity politics in such a way that
they cannot move outside their ideological posi-
tioning” (Pryse, 2000, p. 106). Yuval-Davis (1997)
described interactions of Palestinian and Israeli
women who engaged in a dialogue that could be
indicative of transversalism. Each member of the
interaction remained rooted in her own identity, but
shifted to a position that allowed an exchange with a
women with another identity. This dialogue, labeled
transversalism was contrasted with universalism.



In transversalism, a bridge that can cross borders
or differences is constructed, whereas universal-
ism assumes homogeneity among women. In her
vision, Pryse sees transversalism as a methodology
that can allow feminist researchers to construct
questions that emerge from women’s lives without
committing the error of universalizing women and
by remaining specific about the differences among
women. Furthermore, the transversal approach can
help researchers transcend disciplinary boundaries
and methods. A transversal approach is consistent
with a postmodern perspective in that multiple
realities and partial truths are recognized and essen-
tialism is avoided (Pryse, 2000). The transversal
viewpoint allows both difference and similarity to
be simultaneously recognized and appreciated as we
study women’s lives. This can be seen as a form of
dialectic thinking, as opposed to the traditional ten-
dency to engage in dichotomous thinking.

DIALECTIC THINKING

In a similar approach, Kimball argued that
“The major goal of practicing double visions is to
resist the choice of either similarities or differences
as more true or politically valid than the other”
(Kimball, 1995, p. 12). Kimball (1995) called for a
rejection of simplistic dichotomous thinking (about
gender) and for the practice of double visions with
regard to feminist theory and research on gender.
Kimball’s reference to double visions originates in
the postmodern position that we can only have par-
tial knowledge and that partial knowledge is, by def-
inition, not fully accurate. Accordingly, Kimball is
suggesting that we are not forced to choose between
one piece of partial knowledge and another. Thus,
we do not have to choose between evidence that
women are caring and evidence that women are
aggressive. One might chose a particular position
in a certain context or prefer a given perspective
on gender, but, as Kimball has noted, practicing
double visions means that neither alternative is fore-
closed; feminist psychologists would recognize the
partiality of any perspective and respect theoretical
diversity. This means that we should actively resist
making a choice and instead maintain a tension
between/among the alternative positions. The way
forward for feminist research, according to Tuana
(1992), is to avoid dichotomous thinking and
either/or choices. In terms of the sex/gender dif-
ference debate, this could mean that we recognize
that men and women are both alike and different
or are alike in some settings and different in others
(McHugh & Cosgrove, 2002).

Double visions, or a dialectic approach to sex/
gender, describes the movement between or among
positions as a sophisticated and theoretically
grounded practice. Previously, the perspective of
individuals who vacillated between denying gender
differences and focusing on the common experi-
ences of women may have been labeled as contra-
dictory, inconsistent, incoherent, or confused. This
is similar to the problem of either focusing on the
differences among women or examining the com-
mon experience of being a woman in a patriarchal
society. Privileging the dialectic perspective legiti-
mizes our current confusion, giving us permission
to hold contradictory, paradoxical, and fragmented
perspectives on gender and women’s experiences.

Applying a postmodern or dialectic approach
can help to resolve epistemological and theoretical
debates. For example, feminists and family research-
ers have been engaged in an ongoing debate about
intimate partner violence as battering (of women by
their male partners) or as family violence (equally
perpetrated by men and women) (McHugh,
Livingston, & Ford, 2005). A postmodern or dia-
lectic approach allows us to recognize how issues
of method, sample, and conceptualization have
contributed to the debate and to realize that, in a
postmodern world, there is not a single truth, but
multiple, complex, and fragmented perspectives.
Thus, women may contribute to family violence,
and battering may be perpetrated mostly by men
against female intimates (McHugh et al., 2005).

Ferguson (1991) and Haraway (1985) recom-
mend irony as a way to resolve the dichotomous
tensions created by two (seemingly opposing) proj-
ects or perspectives. In irony, laughter dissuades us
from premature closure and exposes both the truth
and the non-truth of each perspective. Ferguson
(1991) describes irony as “a way to keep oneself
within a situation that resists resolution in order
to act politically without pretending that resolu-
tion has come” (p. 338). Similarly, Cosgrove and
McHugh (2008) have encouraged the use of satire
to expose and challenge the limitations of the scien-
tific method; irony and satire can contribute to the
transformation of both science and society.

Conclusion

Feminist scholars have taken issue with dominant
disciplinary approaches to knowledge production.
Feminist researchers have asked a range of ques-
tions, examined and adopted varied epistemological
positions, and employed diverse methods. While
employing varied methods, feminist researchers

MCHUGH 157



share a commitment to promote women’s freedom,
to examine/expose oppression based on gender (and
other subordinated statuses), and to revolt against
institutions, practices, and values that subordinate
and denigrate women.

Feminists have a long tradition of challenging
the theories, methods, and “truths” that traditional
social scientists believe to be real, objective, and
value-free. Feminists have posed a serious challenge
to the alleged value neutrality of positivistic social
science. In an attempt to transform social science,
feminists have developed innovative ideas, methods,
and critiques, some of which were reviewed here.
Classic and emergent qualitative methods have been
deployed in a variety of contexts as feminist research-
ers critique traditional methods and assumptions and
struggle to conduct research that empowers women
or improves their lives. The current chapter repre-
sents an attempt to help researchers understand the
methodological and epistemological underpinning
of feminist research, to reflect on their own choice
of methods, and to practice feminist research by
engaging in a nonhierarchical and collaborative pro-
cess that leads to an understanding of some aspect
of women’s lives and contributes to the transforma-
tion of society. Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2007) have
provided a guide to feminist research practice. In
conclusion to their guide, Hesse-Biber (2007) char-
acterized the research process as a “journey... where
the personal and the political merge and multiple
truths are discovered and voiced where there had
been silence” (p. 348).

One possibility for the future is that increasing
numbers of researchers will be exposed to the femi-
nist critique of science and will contribute to the
transformation of research by developing a postmod-
ern or dialectical approach to research. According
to a postmodern approach, the transformation of
society begins with a transformation of our under-
standing of how and what we can know. Traditional
approaches to knowledge constructed, confirmed,
and constrained our understanding of gender and
our ideas of what is possible. The postmodern posi-
tion provides a powerful epistemological position
for deconstructing rather than regulating gender
(Cosgrove, 2003). Thus, the transformation of sci-
ence and research is an initial step toward the femi-
nist transformation of gender and the dismantling
of male dominance. Larner (1999) viewed the post-
modern perspective as encouraging us to “think the
unthought and ask questions unasked.”

However, changing the practices of science and
social science so that we can better attend to issues
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of social injustice is neither an easy nor straight-
forward task. Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2008) note
that quantitative methods continue to be privi-
leged over qualitative in a variety of ways. In my
own experience, despite the varied epistemologi-
cal perspectives and the array of methodologi-
cal approaches available, the majority of research
reported in journals and textbooks continues to
employ empirical and quantitative methods. When
qualitative methods are employed, they tend to be
the established classic approaches, like open-ended
survey interview questions that are thematically
coded. Furthermore, in a systematic review of the
top undergraduate research methods texts of 2009,
I observed that qualitative methods were not sub-
stantially described or discussed in most texts, and
feminist critiques or research were not mentioned
(Eagly, Eaton, & McHugh, 2011). Hesse-Biber and
Leavy (2008) cite research and university culture as
supporting the status quo and limiting the use of
innovative and emergent methods. Funding sources
may contribute to conservativism in science, and
gatekeepers, such as journal editors, may also limit
researchers’ willingness to engage in innovative fem-
inist research.

Although she was writing in 1988, Morawski
could be talking about today when she suggests
that a new (US) conservatism is indicated by recent
losses in Affirmative Action, challenges to reproduc-
tive rights, and legislation that negatively affects
large numbers of American women. She notes that
feminist progress is transforming traditional social
science but may easily become or remain mired
in such a climate. In response to such a societal
impasse, Morawski considers some possibilities for
feminist deconstruction and reconstruction. She
recommends that we continue to be critical and
reflective and that we not commit the same errors
that we have identified, for example, essentialism.
She encourages us to develop a vision of emancipa-
tion, to use our imagination, creativity, and irony to
overcome our current impasse.

Future Directions

Satire and irony represent one approach to the
future of feminist research. “Through the resources
of irony, we can think both about how we do femi-
nist theory, and about which notions of reality and
truth make our theories possible” (Ferguson, 1991,
p- 339). Irony is also recognized by Shotter and
Logan (1988) as a requisite for feminist research
as it attempts to resist patriarchal thinking and
practices even as it produces meaning within the



current patriarchal context. They see the feminist
research project as developing new practices while
still making use of resources that are part of the old.
Shotter and Logan argue for a feminist alternative
that would “allow a conversation within which the
creative, formative power of talk could be put to use
in reformulating, redistributing and redeveloping
both people’s knowledge of themselves and their
immediate circumstances, and the nature of their
practical-historical relations to one another” (p. 82).
Moving forward toward an egalitarian commu-
nity requires a reflection and understanding of our
immediate practical relationships to one another, a
consideration of “in what voices we allow to speak,
and which voices we take seriously” (p. 83).

One form of irony, farce, involves exaggerated
versions of a phenomena resulting in both laughter
and sometimes a new understanding of the issues
involved. Taking an ironic approach can lead to a
richer and more complex picture and necessitates a
re-visioning of the epistemological and methodolog-
ical frameworks that underlie psychological research
and feminist theory (Cosgrove & McHugh, 2008;
McHugh & Cosgrove, 2002). Although the empiri-
cal satiricism described by Cosgrove and McHugh
(2008; McHugh & Cosgrove, 2002) is a quantita-
tive method, qualitative methods based on irony
and satire can certainly be developed within the
participatory action or performative approaches.

(Whereas my younger colleagues may need to
limit their research to methods that are acceptable
to funding sources and journal editors, I realize that
I am not limited by these factors. A decade preretire-
ment, | am in a position to use emergent methods
to conduct research that challenges existing ideas
regarding women and gender or advocates for mar-
ginalized women. I am willing to rethink (again) my
epistemological and ontological perspectives, to go
beyond my disciplinary boundaries, and to engage
in dialectic thinking and irony. Although I may not
be successful in jumping publication hurdles, there
are alternative methods for distributing or perform-
ing transformative knowledge. I hope to conduct
participatory and performative research that is
ironic, even farcical, to incite new knowledge).

Multidisciplinary collaborations can contribute
to the adoption of new perspectives and meth-
ods that ignore or transgress boundaries set by
traditional disciplines that have served to restrict
or constrain our conceptions on how to conduct
research. The interdisciplinary practice of women’s
studies has contributed to innovations in feminist
research practice. Through women’s studies and other

multidisciplinary approaches, feminists from more
conservative disciplines can be introduced to post-
modern perspectives and other post-postmodern
and emerging forms of research. Feminists can
contribute to progress by affirming, approving, and
applauding the attempts at methodological innova-
tion employed by others.

For example, feminist psychology in the United
States has not yet taken the “performative turn,”
although feminist researchers from other disciplin-
ary contexts have. Leavy (2008) characterized per-
formance as an interdisciplinary methodological
genre used in a variety of fields including sociology,
health, and education. Performance can be viewed
as a new epistemological stance that disrupts con-
ventional ways of knowing (Gray, 2003). In a per-
formance, individuals act out, and the performance
is experienced “in the moment.” Profound theo-
retical insight can occur to researcher and audience
alike when we shift from the representation of real-
ity in written records to the flow of performance.
In performance, the actors and the audience help
to make or co-create the meaning, and understand-
ing involves an interaction among members of the
cast and the audience (Leavy, 2008). Audience
members do not need special skills or training to
understand or appreciate a performance, and dif-
ferent perspectives on the performance may result
in different interpretations or insights. Thus, the
knowing that results from a performance is different
from the meaning constructed by the researcher in
more traditional research. Leavy (2008) points out
the relevance of performance to feminist perspec-
tives that emphasize the embodied experience of
women (e.g., Bardo, 1989). Leavy (2008) described
arts-based methods as a hybrid of arts and science;
she characterized performative methods as innova-
tive, dynamic, holistic, creative, as involving reflec-
tion and problem solving.

An aspect of the performative turn is the emerg-
ing interest in research on the mundane, or the
study of the everyday. Contemporary nonrepresen-
tational theory calls us to study the flow of everyday
practices in the present rather than constructing
post hoc interpretations of past events. Profound
theoretical insight and innovations in methods
could result if we were to shift from the represen-
tation of reality to the flow of performance, if we
were to take the mundane or everyday practices
of women seriously (Chrisler & McHugh, 2011).
This philosophical position builds on the phenom-
enological approach, an approach Cosgrove and
McHugh (2008) have recommended for integration
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into feminist methods. This approach is also con-
sistent with the position taken by some feminists
that women’s ways of being in the world (i.e., as
emotional and connected beings) have validity and
importance and should not be eliminated in the
name of rationality and science.

As early as 1988, Aebischer marveled at the femi-
nist transformation that social science had under-
gone, when it had become possible to intellectually
study “aspects of everyday life and everyday people
and to be taken seriously.” Even then, she recognized
the study of personal experiences, intimate relation-
ships, emotional reactions, and body experiences
as a significant transition from one value system to
another. Contemporary calls for the exploration of
the everyday reveal the extent to which social sci-
ence in the past had been focused on the unusual,
the non-normative, or the pathological. Emphasis
on the exceptional, on public domains, on cogni-
tion, and on achievements (of men) reflects the
androcentric bias of social science. Furthermore,
traditional approaches to research such as the exper-
iment, the survey, and systematic observation are
not conducive to the study of everyday routines and
experiences. Women’s everyday experiences such
as gossip (McHugh & Hambaugh, 2010), feeling
at home (McHugh, 1996), and street harassment
(Sullivan, Lord, & McHugh, 2010) have tradition-
ally not been valued as significant topics. In some
ways, the current emphasis on the study of everyday
lives is a continuation or an extension of an angle
of vision adopted primarily within sociology (Scott,
2009). Perhaps what is more innovative is the devel-
opment of new and emerging methods, including
the performative, for the study of affect and the
everyday.

The study of the everyday experiences and rou-
tines of women is just one example of the directions
that future US feminist researchers may take as they
shift away from the limitations of logical positiv-
ism and, with postmodern permission, strategically
adopt multiple ontological, epistemological, and
methodological perspectives. Removing the meth-
odological shackles of positivism, modernism, and
empiricism, we can exercise epistemological and
methodological freedom and move toward feminist
research that transforms science and society and
liberates women.

(Writing this chapter has been challenging and
has caused me to further reflect on myself as a
feminist researcher. I have recognized the barriers
that have impeded my research in the past decades.
Some of these barriers are personal and others
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are more about the reception that I have received
as a feminist researcher and a postmodern theo-
rist. I have reaffirmed the importance to myself of
intrinsic motivation and finding meaning in my
work, as opposed to external recognition. Through
writing this chapter, I have come to an appreciation
of the value of research that I have conducted (for
example, on the meaning of home and the positive
aspects of gossip) and could continue to conduct
that provides partial and situated knowledge and
research that adopts an emergent research method.
I am inspired to pursue more feminist research and
to encourage my students to employ varied and
more innovative feminist methods.)
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CHAPTER

Critical Approaches to Qualitative
Research

Kum-Kum Bhavnani, Peter Chua, and Dana Collins

Abstract

This chapter reflects on critical strategies in qualitative research. It examines the meanings and debates
associated with the term “critical,” in particular, contrasting liberal and dialectical notions and practices in
relation to social analysis and qualitative research.The chapter also explores how critical social research
may be synonymous with critical ethnography in relation to issues of power, positionality, representation,
and the production of situated knowledges. It uses Bhavnani’s framework to draw on Dana Collins’
research as a specific case to suggest how the notion of the “critical” relates to ethnographic research

experience.

and engaged practice

practices: ensuring feminist and queer accountability, resisting reinscription, and integrating lived

Key Words: Critical inquiry, dialectical analysis, critical ethnography, politics, reflexivity, accountability

Qualitative research is now ubiquitous and
fairly well-respected throughout the human sci-
ences. That Oxford University Press is producing
this much-needed volume is further testament to
that notion, and one which we applaud. However,
although there are different approaches to conduct-
ing qualitative research, what is often not addressed
are the philosophical notions underlying such
research. And that is where the “critical” enters.
Indeed, “critical,” used as an adjective and applied,
within the academy, to methods of research is also
a familiar phrase. The question is, therefore: what
does “critical” mean, and how might it be trans-
lated such that present and future researchers could
draw on some of its fundamentals as they plan their
research studies in relation to progressive political
activism?

The popularity of critical research is not pre-
dictable. Although the 1960s and early 1970s did
offer a number of publications that engaged with
critical research traditions (e.g., Gouldner, 1970),

and the 1990s also led to a resurgence of interest in
this area (e.g., Harvey, 1990; Thomas, 1993), it is
now two decades since explicit discussions of criti-
cal research have been widely discussed within the
social sciences (see Smith, 1999; Madison, 2012, as
exceptions).

In this chapter, we first outline meanings associ-
ated with “critical.” We then suggest that the narra-
tives of critical ethnography are best suited for an
overview chapter such as this. We consider critical
ethnography to be virtually synonymous with criti-
cal social research as we discuss it in this chapter.
In the final section of our chapter, we discuss Dana
Collins’ specific research studies to suggest how her
approach embraces the notion of “critical” (Collins,
2005; 2007; 2009).

The “Critical” in Critical Approaches
“Critical” is used in many ways. In everyday

use, the term can refer, among other definitions,

to an assessment that points out flaws and mistakes
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(“a critical approach to the design”), or to being
close to a crisis (“a critical illness”). On the posi-
tive side, it can refer to a close reading (“a critical
assessment of Rosa Luxembourg’s writings”) or as
being essential (“critical for effective educational
strategies”). A final definition is that the word can
be used to either denote considerable praise (“the
playwright's work was critically acclaimed”) or to
indicate a particular turning point (“this is a criti-
cal time to vote”). It is this last definition that is
closest to our approach as we reflect on “critical” in
the context of qualitative research. That is, drawing
from the writings of Marx, the Frankfurt School,
and others (see Delanty, 2005; Marx, 1845/1976;
Strydom, 2011), we suggest that critical approaches
to qualitative methods do not signify only a par-
ticular way of thinking about the methods we use in
our research studies, but that “critical approaches”
also signify a turning point in how we think about
the conduct of research across the human sciences,
including its dialectical relations to the progressive
and systematic transformation of social relations
and social institutions.

The most straightforward notion of “critical”
in this context is that it refers to (at the least) or
insists (at its strongest) that research—and all
ways by which knowledge is created—is firmly
grounded within an understanding of social struc-
tures (social inequalities), power relationships
(power inequalities), and the agency of human
beings (an engagement with the fact that human
beings actively think about their worlds). Critical
approaches are most frequently associated with
Marxist, feminist, and antiracist, indigenous, and
Third World perspectives. At its most succinct,
therefore, we argue that “critical” in this context
refers to issues of epistemology, power, micropoli-
tics, and resistance.

What does this mean, both theoretically and for
how we conduct our research? Most would agree
that whereas qualitative research does not, by defi-
nition, insist on a nonpositivist way of examining
the social world, for critical approaches to be truly
critical, an antipositivist approach is the sine qua
non of critical research. Furthermore, it is evident
as we survey critical empirical research that issues
of reflexive and subjective techniques in data collec-
tion and the researcher’s relationship with research
subjects also frame both the practices and the theo-
ries associated with research.

The following section begins by drawing atten-
tion to developments and debates involving the more
restricted use the term critical as related to Marxism

and then explores the ramifications for varying
attempts to conduct critical qualitative research.

The Critical Debates

Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels, and their contem-
poraries (see Engels, 1877/1969; Harvey, 1996;
Lenin, 1915/1977; Mao, 1990; Ollman, 2003)
developed dialectical materialist notions of critique
and “critical” that were substantively different from
prior notions. They incorporated these dialectical
materialist notions to develop Marxist theories and
politics.

Dialectical materialism refers to an outlook on
reality that emphasizes the importance of pro-
cess and change that are inherent to things (such
as objects, phenomena, and situations), as well as
of the importance of human practices in making
change. Significantly, human struggle over existing
conditions and contradictions in things creates not
only new conditions, but also new contradictions.
This outlook serves as an analytical tool over ideal-
ist and old-fashioned materialist worldviews and as
a source of strength for exploited peoples in their
struggle against ruling elites and classes. It empha-
sizes that correct ideas, knowledge, and theoretical
abstractions are established initially, and perhaps
inevitably, through practice.

Dialectical materialism may be used to examine
two aspects of the research process and the produc-
tion of academic knowledge. The first aspect involves
the writing process as it is carried out among multi-
ple authors. At the drafting phase, the authors craft
their distinct ideas into textual form. Contradictions
in ideas are bound to exist in the draft. In doing
revisions, some contradictions may become inten-
sified and remain unresolved, yet, most frequently
(and hopefully!), many are addressed in the form of
clearer, more solid, and coherent arguments, thus
resolving the earlier contradictions in the text. Yet,
new struggles and contradictions emerge. The syn-
thesis of ideas and argument in the final manuscript
may again, however, engage in new struggles with
the prevailing arguments being discussed.

The second aspect involves the relationship and
interaction between the researcher and the inter-
viewee. As their relationship begins, contradictions
and differences usually exist between them, for
instance, in terms of their prior experiences and
knowledge, their material interests in the research
project, and their communication skills in being
persuasive and forging consent. The struggle of these
initial contradictions could result in new conditions
and contradictions. For example, this could lead to
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(1) the establishment of quality rapport
between them, allowing the interview to be
completed while the researcher maintains control
over the situation;

(2) the abrupt end of the interview due to the
interviewee refusing and asserting her or his right
to comply with the interview process; or

(3) an explicit set of negotiations that address
the unevenness in power relations between them,
along with an invitation for both to be part of the
research team and to collaborate in the collection
and analysis of data and in the forging of new
theories and knowledges.

In the first possibility, the prevailing power rela-
tions in interviews remain but shift to beneath the
surface of the relationship, under the guise of “rap-
port.” In the second possibility, power relations in
the interview process and initial contradictions are
heightened, resulting in new conditions and con-
tradictions that the researcher and research partici-
pant have to address, jointly and singly. In the third
possibility, the research subject is transformed into a
researcher as well, and the relationship between the
two is transformed into a more active co-learning
and co-teaching relationship. Still, new conflicts
and contradictions may emerge as the research pro-
cess continues to unfold.! In short, dialectical mate-
rialism stresses the analysis of change in the essence
(1), practice (2), and struggle (3). Such analyses are
at the root of how change may be imagined within
the practices of social research.

Dialectical materialism, which forms the basis
of the concept of “critical,” emphasizes the need
to engage with power, inequality, and social rela-
tions in the arenas of the social, political, economic,
cultural, and ideological. Based on this status, it
is argued that an analysis of societies and ways of
life demands a more comprehensive approach, one
that does not view society and social institutions
merely as a singular unit of analysis but rather as
ones that are replete with history. Dialectical mate-
rialism directs its criticism against prevailing views
or hegemonies, and, within the context of academic
endeavors, engages in debates against positivism and
neo-Kantian forms of social inquiry. It is this basis
of “critical” that defines it in the context of research
as a deep questioning of science, objectivity, and
rationality. Thus, the meaning of the term “critical,”
based on the idea of “critique,” emerges from the
practice and application of dialectical materialism.

Historical materialism emerges from and is based
on dialectical materialism. That is, any application

of the dialectic to material realities is historical
materialism. For example, any study of human soci-
ety, its history, its development, and its process of
change demands a dialectical approach rooted in
historical materialism. This involves delving deeper
into past and present social phenomena to thereby
determine how people change the essence of social
phenomena, and, simultaneously, transform their
contradictions.

Dialectical materialism regards positivism as a
crude and naive endeavor to seek knowledge and
explain phenomena and as one that assumes it is the
task of social researchers to determine the laws of
social relationships by relying solely on observations
(i.e., by assuming there is a primacy of external con-
ditions and actions). In addition, positivism sepa-
rates the subject (the seemingly unbiased, detached
observer) and object (the phenomenon/a under
consideration) of study. Dialectical materialism
overcomes the shortcomings of positivism by offer-
ing a holistic understanding of (a) the essence of
phenomena; (b) the processes of internal changes,
the handling of contradictions, and the develop-
ment of knowledge; (c) the unity of the subject and
object in the making of correct ideas; and (d) the
role of practice and politics in knowledge creation.

Dialectical materialism directs its criticism
against dominant standpoints. These standpoints
can offer a simplistic form of idealism and philo-
sophical materialism. Within the context of aca-
the methods of dialectical
materialism engage in debates against positivism and

demic endeavors,

neo-Kantian forms of social inquiry. This approach
challenges assertions that science, objectivity, and
rationality are the sine qua non of research and that
skepticism and liberalism are the only appropriate
analytical positionings by which a research project
can be defined as “critical.”

For instance, Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim,
in developing sociological positivism, argued for a
new science to study society, one that adopted the
methods of the natural sciences, such as skepti-
cal empiricism and the practices of induction. In
adopting these methods, approaches relying on
early positivism sought to craft knowledge based on
seemingly affirmative verification rather than being
based on judgmental evaluation and transformative
distinctions.

Positivism and dialectical materialism were
both developed in response to Kantian and ideal-
ist philosophy. In the context of the European
Enlightenment, in the late 1700s, Immanuel Kant
inaugurated the philosophy of critique. Positivism
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challenged Kant’s philosophy of critique as the basis
for the theory of knowledge.

Kant developed his notion of critique to high-
light the workings of human reason and judgment,
to illuminate its limitations, and to consolidate its
application in order to secure a stable foundation
for morality, religion, and metaphysical concerns.
Politically, Kantian philosophy provided justifica-
tion for both a traditionalism derived from ear-
lier periods and a liberalism developed during the
ascendance of the Enlightenment.

Kant sought to settle philosophical disputes
between a narrow notion of empiricism (that relies
on pure observation, perception, and experience as
the basis for knowledge) and a narrow notion of
rationalism (that relies on pure reason and concepts
as the basis for knowledge). He argued that the
essence (termed “thing-in-itself”) is unknowable,
countering David Hume’s skeptical empiricism,
and he was convinced that there is no knowledge
outside of innate conceptual categories. For Kant,
“concepts without perceptions are empty; percep-
tions without concepts are blind” (1781/1965, pp.
A 51/B75).

The method of dialectical materialism chal-
lenges Kant’s idealism for (what is claimed to be)
its faulty assertion that correct ideas and knowing
about the “thing-in-itself” can only emerge from
innate conceptual categories, ones that are universal
and transcendental. In Kantian philosophy, there is
no reality (out there) to be known. Rather, it is the
experience of reality itself that provides for human
reason and consciousness.

Dialectical materialism overcomes Kant’s ideal-
ism with its recognition of the existence of concrete
phenomena, outside and independent of human
reason. Dialectical materialism stresses that social
reality and concrete phenomena reflect on and
determine the content of human consciousness
(and also, we would argue, vice versa). Dialectical
materialism also emphasizes the role of practice
and politics in knowledge development, instead
of merely centering the primacy of ideas and the
meanings of objects.

In sum, the core debate against positivism cen-
ters on the practices of science. Dialectical material-
ism regards positivist approaches as crude and naive
endeavors that seek to determine unchangeable laws
of nature, rely solely on observations and “sense
experience” of phenomena as the basis for knowl-
edge, highlight the primacy of external conditions
and actions to explain phenomena, and separate the
subject from the object of study. That is, dialectical

materialism views positivism as a form of mechani-
cal, as distinct from historical, materialism.

This abridged account of dialectical materialism
and the critiques it offers of Kantian idealism and
sociological positivism can allow for the formation
of a preliminary set of criteria for what may consti-
tute the “critical.” We argue that qualitative research
may be critical if it makes clear conceptually and
analytically:

o The essence and root cause of any social
phenomena (e.g., youth and politics);

o The relationship between the essence of the
social phenomena under consideration to the
general social totality (such as how youth and their
views of politics are related to wider systems within
society, such as education, age, exploitation);

o The contradictions within this social
phenomenon (such as how young people are
expressing their discontent),

and, therefore,

e How to conduct more reflexive practices
that interrelate data generation, data analysis,
and political engagement that challenge existing
relations of power.

Contemporary debates between neo-Kantian
idealists and dialectical materialists have often been
friendly regarding the direction for carving out
what is meant by a critical project in qualitative
social research. These debates bring to the fore issues
of politics, ethics, research design, and the collec-
tion and analysis of data. They have also prompted
a variety of ways in which “critical” may be used
in relation to qualitative research. For the purposes
of this chapter, we suggest four substantial ways in
which “critical” is used in the context of qualitative
research: (a) critical as a form of liberalism, (b) criti-
cal as a counterdisciplinary perspective, (c) critical
as an expansion of politics, and (d) critical as a pro-
fessionalized research endeavor and perspective.

Critical as a form of Kantian liberalism is one of
the more conventional uses of the term in qualitative
research. This use of critical is generally contrasted
against the dogmatism of positivist approaches
within social scientific research. Yet, to use critical in
this way means that we embrace a liberalism that ends
up promoting idealism in outlook and pluralism in
practice. That is, Kantian liberalism presents itself as
a “critical” and novel analysis by combining eclectic
ideas and theories while not making known its politi-
cal stand and its material interests. As a result, it sup-
ports prevailing modes of thinking that emphasize
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abstraction over concrete reality, and it succumbs
to relativistist and pragmatist practices in research,
such as “anything goes” in collecting data. In terms
of methods, this use of “critical” promotes looseness
and leniency in ethics and data collection and analy-
sis, often without a structured accountability to the
many constituencies that underlie all social research.
Furthermore, the use of, for example, phrases such
as “critical spaces,” when applied to social research,
may be better understood as a celebration of method
above theory and meta-theory and an engagement
with some (of the often rather) excessive approaches
to reflexivity and meta-reflexivity. In sum, this
understanding of “critical” lacks appropriate struc-
tures of ethics and accountability and often tends to
reject dialectic materialism.

The second use of “critical” in regards to quali-
tative research proposes a more analytical disagree-
ment with conventional scholarly disciplines and,
in so doing, seeks to take up counterdisciplinary
positions (Burawoy, 1998; 2003; Carroll, 2004;
Smith, 2007). There are two main strands in this
use of “critical.” One strand argues that “critical”
is a means of exposing the weaknesses of conven-
tional academic disciplines such as anthropology,
political science, psychology, and sociology. At the
same time, this strand maintains the viability of
these core social science disciplines. For instance,
academic feminists have continually highlighted
the masculinist and heterosexist bias in what is
considered top-tier scholarship and the need for
these disciplines to be more inclusive in terms of
perspectives and methodological techniques (e.g.,
Fonow & Cook, 1991; Harding, 1991; Ray, 2006).
Yet such an approach may not inevitably focus on
the fundamental problems, such as a neglect of the
study of power inequalities (e.g., Boserup 1970; and
see examples in Reinharz & Davidman, 1992). This
second strand seeks to carve out interdisciplinary
and multidisciplinary fields such as women stud-
ies, cultural studies, and area studies to overcome
the paradigmatic and fundamental crises within
core disciplines (Bhavnani, Foran, & Kurian, 2003;
March, 1995; Mohanty, 2003). Many of these
interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary fields have
often been more historical and qualitative in their
approaches, secking to go beyond positivist limita-
tions and present a more nuanced and thorough
analysis. However, even these multi-, inter-, and
antidisciplinary fields have an uneven impact on
dominant and conventional knowledge.

Moreover, both strands have not been able
to overcome the increasing corporatization and

neoliberalization of academic institutions. This
issue addresses the increasing restructuring of public
education into a private domain, one that relies on
privatized practices and funding of both teaching
and research. The neoliberalization of the academy
is found in the ties of academic research to corporate
grants, individualized career advancement, excessive
publishing demands and citation indices, and the
use of outsourcing for transcription, interviewing,
online education, and private research spaces that
are “rented” by public institutions, to name a few.
These neoliberal conditions of research usually push
out those critical researchers who attempt to avoid
such exploitative avenues for research, writing, and
collaboration. This use of “critical,” however, does
expose that critical research is taking shape within
contemporary processes of neoliberalism and the
increasing privatization of the academy (Giroux,
2009; Greenwood, 2012; Pavlidis, 2012).

The third and less familiar approach is to view
“critical” as invigorating politics through the prac-
tices of feminist, antiracist, and participatory action
research. This approach, for example, highlights the
importance of analyzing power in research, as in
terms of the conduct of inquiry, in political useful-
ness, and in affecting relations of power and mate-
rial relations. Yet this view of “critical” is dogmatic
because this approach demands that every research
study meet @// criteria of criticality comprehensively
and perfectly.

A final use of “critical” emerges from the many
scholarly and professionalized approaches that
engage with the politics of academic knowledge
construction while making visible the limits of
positivism. “Critical” is used here as a means to
focus primarily on revitalizing scholarship and
research endeavors. However, we argue that even
this use of “critical” ossifies the separation of the
making of specialized knowledge from an active
engagement to transform social life. Such a sepa-
ration is antithetical to dialectical materialism.
Often, this fourth form of the term “critical” is
based on the logics of the Frankfurt School of
critical theory (such as that of Adorno [1973],
Habermas [1985], and Marcuse [1968]) and other
Western neo-Marxisms (from Lukacs [1971] and
Gramsci [1971] to Negri [1999]). Critical eth-
nographers and other critical social researchers,
drawing from this tradition, often develop public
intellectual persona by writing and talking about
politics through scholarly and popular forms of
publishing and speaking presentations and are
even seen to take part in political mobilizations.
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Yet they can also shy away from infusing their
research with a deep engagement in political pro-
cesses outside the academy.

Later in this chapter, we discuss how to avoid
some of the pitfalls of these four types of “critical,”
but suffice it to say, in short, that it is the po/itics and
the explicit situatedness of research projects that can
permit research to remain “critical.”

Is Critical Ethnography the Same as
Critical Research?

George Marcus (1998) argues that the ethnogra-
pher is a midwife who, through words, gives birth
to what is happening in the lives of the oppressed.
Beverley Skeggs (1994) has proposed that ethnog-
raphy is, in itself, “a theory of the research process,”
and Asad (1973) offered the now-classic critique of
anthropology as #he colonial encounter. However,
although many approaches to and definitions of
ethnography abound, it is the case that they all agree
on one aspect: namely, that ethnographies offer an
“insider’s” perspective on the social phenomena
under consideration. It is often suggested that the
best ethnographies, whether defined as critical or
not, offer detailed descriptions of how people see,
and inhabit, their social worlds and cultures (e.g.,
Behar, 1993; Ho, 2009; Kondo, 1990; Zinn, 1979).

It is evident from our argument so far that we
do not think of ethnographic approaches to knowl-
edge construction as being, in and of themselves,
critical. This is because an ethnographic study,
although not in opposition to critical ethnography
or to critical research in general, has practices rooted
in social anthropology. Therefore, its assumptions
are often in line with anthropological assump-
tions (see Harvey [1990] for a recounting of some
of these assumptions). Concepts such as “insider”
versus “outsider,” “going native,” “gaining access,”
and even conceptualizations of a homogenized and/
or exoticized “field” that is out there ready to be
examined by research remain as significant lenses of
methodological conceptualization in much ethno-
graphic research.

Despite, or perhaps because of, the move to
reflexivity in ethnographic research, there remain
enduring assumptions about best practices. As a
result, a certain fetishization of research methods
transpires, one that is often epitomized as reflexiv-
ity. In this instance, ethnographic and qualitative
research become an ideal set of practices for extract-
ing information. In sum, “best research practices,” as
ways to extract information, reproduce core power
dynamics of racism, gender, class, imperialism,

and heteronormativity, which, in turn, reproduce
the oppressive dynamics of noncritical qualitative
research.

Furthermore, when presenting research merely
as reflexive research, it is the case that the researcher
can lose sight of the broader social structural and
historical materialist context. In addition, a static
notion of reflexivity can lead to the researcher not
looking outward to assess the wider interconnec-
tions among the micropolitics of the research. That
is, reflexivity is a dialectic among the researcher,
the research process, and the analysis (Jordan &
Yeomans, 1995), but it is often presented simply
as a series of apparently unchangeable/essential
facets of the researcher. Our final point is that for
theory to be critical in the development of research
paradigms, it has to explicitly engage with lived
experiences and cultures for, without that engage-
ment, it remains as formalism (see, e.g., the work
of Guenther [2009] and Kang [2010] as examples
of critical qualitative research). We are very much
in tune with Hesse-Biber and Leavy, who have
suggested that (grounded) theory building is a
“dynamic dance routine” in which “there is no one
right dance, no set routine to follow. One must be
open to discovery” (2006, p. 76).

An example of the limitation of convention-
ally reflexive research is in the area of lesbian and
gay research methods that focus on the experiences
of gay men and lesbians conducting qualitative
research. It also offers a commentary on the role that
non-normative sexuality plays in social research. By
looking inward (see the earlier comment on “reflex-
ivity”), these methodological frameworks focus on
the researcher’s and participants’ lesbian/gay iden-
tifications. In so doing, this can fabricate a shared
social structural positionality with research partici-
pants who have been labeled “gay” or “lesbian.” Such
an approach to reflexivity overlooks the fabricated
nature of positionalities and ignores the sometimes
more significant divisions between researchers and
participants that are expressed along the lines of race,
class, gender, and nationality. Reflexivity is used only
as a way to forge a connection for the exchange of
information. A grave mistake is made in this rush to
force similarity along the lines of how people prac-
tice non-normative sexualities (Lewin & Leap, 1996;
for a more successful engagement with queer inter-
sectionality in research, see Browne & Nash, 2010).

The point to be made is that critical researchers
should not merely ask “how does this knowledge
engage with social structure?” Critical researchers,
when contemplating the question “What is this?”
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as they set up and analyze their research, could also
ask, “What could this be?” (Carspecken, 1996;
Degiuli, 2007; Denzin, 2001; Noblit, Flores, &
Murillo, 2004, all cited in Degiuli, 2007). Perhaps,
borrowing from Karen O’Reilly’s thoughts on criti-
cal ethnography, one may think of critical research
as “an approach that is overtly political and critical,
exposing inequalities in an effort to effect change”
(Reilly, 2009, p. 51). That is, in order for qualita-
tive research to be critical, it must be grounded in
the material relationships of history, as may be seen
in the work of Carruyo (2011), Chua (2001; 2006;
2007; 2012), Collins (2005; 2007; 2009), Lodhia
(2010), and Talcott (2010).

Quantz (1992), in his discussion of critical eth-
nography, suggests that five aspects are central to the
discussion of critical research/ethnography: knowl-
edge, values, society, history, and culture. So far
in this chapter, we have discussed Anowledge and
its production, wvalues/reflexivity and qualitative
research/ethnography, society and unequal social
relationships, and Aistory as a method of histori-
cal and dialectical materialism in order to bet-
ter understand social and institutional structures.
What we have not discussed, however, is the notion
of culture, nor, indeed, the predicament of culture
(Clifford, 1998): “Culture is an ongoing political
struggle around the meaning given to actions of
people located within unbounded asymmetrical
power relations” (Quantz, 1992, p. 483).

Quantz elaborates by stating that culture devel-
ops as people struggle together to name their expe-
riences (see Comaroff & Comaroff, 2012, for a
sophisticated and elegant discussion of this think-
ing). For example, one key task of critical research
is to tease out how disempowerment is achieved,
undermined, or resisted. That is, the job of the
researcher is to see how the disempowerment—eco-
nomic, political, cultural—of subordinated groups
manifests itself within culture, and, indeed, whether
the subordinated groups even recognize their dis-
empowerment. For example, “the hand that rocks
the cradle rules the world” is one example of how
the material disempowerment of many groups of
women is presented, in fact, as a strength of women,
and yet it takes the gaze away from seeing the sub-
ordination of women by ostensibly emphasizing
women’s hidden social power.

It is critical qualitative research that has to simul-
taneously analyze how our research can identify
processes and expressions of disempowerment and
can then lead to a restructuring of these relation-
ships of disempowerment. At times, critical social

researchers engage in long-term projects that involve
policy advocacy and community solidarity to link
community-driven research with social empower-
ment and community change (see Bonacich, 1998;
Bonacich & Wilson, 2008; Hondagneu-Sotelo,
2007; Stoecker, 2012).

The key point is that critical qualitative research
parts company with positivistic approaches because
it is argued that positivism is only able to offer a
superficial set of findings. Critical qualitative
research hones research concepts, practices, and
analyses into finer points of reference so that soci-
etal relationships may be not only understood,
but also so that social power inequalities can be
undermined. In short, critical social research has a
Foucauldian notion of power at its very core and
may thus be thought of as offering insights into
people’s lived experiences (Williams, 1976) as they
negotiate asymmetrical societal power relations (see
e.g., Novelli, 2000).

The Practices of Critical
Qualitative Research

Within our current era of enduring global
inequalities, what could constitute a truly critical
approach to qualitative research? More than twenty
years ago, in “Tracing the Contours” (Bhavnani,
1993), it was argued that if all knowledge is histori-
cally contingent and, therefore, that the processes of
knowledge production are situated, then this must
apply to all research practices as well.? This argu-
ment was based on Haraway’s (1988) idea that the
particularities of knowledge production do not lie
in the characteristics of individuals. Rather, knowl-
edge production is “about communities, not about
isolated individuals” (p. 590). Building on this,
Haraway discussed the significance of partiality and
its relationship to objectivity. She suggested that it is
the researcher’s knowledge of her own “limited loca-
tion” that creates objectivity. In other words, know-
ing the limitations of one’s structural position as a
researcher contributes to objective research because
there is no objectivity that is omniscient, one from
which all can be revealed (Haraway discusses this
as the “god trick,” which is like “seeing everything
from nowhere,” p. 582).

It is from Haraway’s insights that we develop our
argument that situated knowledges are not synony-
mous with the static reflexivity we describe earlier.
This is because, in this latter scenario, the researcher
implies that all research knowledge is based on and
derives from an individual’s personal historical and
biographical perspectives. That is, researchers note
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their racial/ethnic identity, sex/gender, sexuality,
age, class, and ability (i.e., biographical aspects of
themselves), which are presented as essential and
unchanging factors and that determine the knowl-
edge created by the research. This has also been
called “absolute relativism” (Bhavnani, 1993) or
“extreme relativism” (Alcoff & Potter, 1993).

We suggest that the three elements central to
research being “critical” are partiality, positional-
ity, and accountability. Partiality leads to critical
research interrogating prevailing representations as
the research is conducted, and this builds on dif-
ference. Positionality is not about being reflexive,
but about understanding the sociohistorical/politi-
cal context from which research is created and thus
engages with the micropolitics of a research endeavor.
Accountability makes it evident that there are many
constituencies to which all academic researchers are
accountable—for example, their discipline, intel-
lectual integrity, their institution and academic col-
leagues, the idea of rigorous scientific research, and
academic freedom in research—as well as being
accountable to the people with whom the research
is being conducted. It is accountability that leads to
a critical research project interrogating how the lived
experiences and cultures of the research participants
are inscribed within the research (see Stoecker, 2012).

What might the necessary elements be for ensur-
ing that our research practices retain the criticality
we have discussed earlier? We offer four possibilities
that could form a filter through which one could
decide if research is critical, using our definition
of the term. First, all critical qualitative research-
ers should interrogate the history of ethnographic
research that has led to the systematic domination
of the poor; working classes; ethnic, racialized, sex-
ual Others; women; and colonized peoples. That is,
critical qualitative researchers must begin research
with an understanding of how previous research,
including their own, may continue to play a part
in the subordination of peoples around the world,
for example, by reinscribing them into predictable
and stereotypical roles. Second, critical qualitative
researchers should work to develop a conscious-
ness of what might constitute critical research prac-
tices—without fetishizing methods—that challenge
the system of domination often present in social
research. Third, researchers who embrace critical
qualitative approaches must develop comfort with
the notion that they are conducting research with a
purpose; that is, researchers grapple with and com-
prehend that critical research demands that they
engage with the idea that they conduct research into

research inequalities in order to undo these inequal-
ities. Finally, critical qualitative researchers compre-
hend that their level of comfort can extend into the
idea that research does not simply capture social
realities; rather, the critical research approach is gen-
erative of narratives and knowledges. Once this last
idea is accepted—namely, that knowledge is created
in a research project and not merely captured—it is
then a comparatively straightforward task to see the
need for a researcher’s accountability for the narra-
tives and knowledges he or she ultimately produces.
In so doing, it is possible to recognize that all rep-
resentations have a life of their own outside of any
intentions and that representations can contribute
to histories of oppression and subordination.

We propose that it is the actual practice of
research, and, perhaps, even the idea of researcher
as witness (Fernandes, 2003), and not a notion of
“best practices,” that keeps the politics of research at
the center of the work we do. This includes insights
into the redistribution of power, representation,
and knowledge production. We suggest that criti-
cal research is work that shifts research away from
the production of knowledge for knowledge’s sake
and edges or nudges it toward a more transforma-
tive vision of social justice (see Burawoy, 1998;
Choudry, 2011; D’Souza, 2009; Hussey, 2012;
Hunter, Emerald, & Martin, 2013).

Thoughts from the Field

Here, based on Collinss fieldwork, we high-
light a set of critical methodological lessons that
became prominent while she was conducting her
field research in Malate, in the city of Manila, the
Philippines, currently a tourist destination but once
famous as a sex district. We define her work as a
critical research practice.

Since 1999, Dana Collins has conducted urban
ethnographic work in Malate, exploring gay men’s
production of urban sexual place. She has been inter-
ested in the role of “desire” in urban renewal, and,
in particular, how informal sexual laborers (whom
she terms “gay hospitality workers,” a nomencla-
ture drawn from their own understandings of their
labor and lives) use “desire” to forge their place in a
gentrifying district that is also displacing them. This
displacement has involved analyzing urban tour-
ism development, city-directed urban renewal, and
gay-led gentrification, as well as informal sexual labor.

The research has involved her precarious immer-
sion in an urban sexual field. She undertook partici-
pant observation of gay night life in the streets, as well
as in private business establishments, and conducted
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in-depth and in-field interviews with gay business
owners, city officials, conservationists, gay tour-
ists, and gay-identified sexual laborers. In addition,
she drew on insights from visual sociology and also
completed extensive archival work and oral history
interviewing. In all of this, she explored the collective
memories of Malate as a freeing urban sexual space.

There exist multiple and shifting position-
alities of power, knowledge, exchange, and resis-
tance in her research. For one, she points out that
she occupies multiple social locations as a white,
lesbian-identified feminist ethnographer from a US
university, one who forges complicated relation-
ships with urban sexual space, sex workers, and both
gay Filipino men and gay tourists.

A critical research practice at heart involves the
shifting of epistemological foundations of social sci-
ence research by addressing core questions of how
we know what we know, how power shapes the
practices of research, how we can better integrate
research participants and communities as central
producers of knowledge in our research, and how
we can better conceptualize the relationship between
the research we do and the social justice we are work-
ing toward in this world.> Such questions function
as a call to action for critical researchers not only to
examine the power relations present in research, but
to generate new ways of researching that can con-
front the realities of racism, gender and class oppres-
sion, imperialism, and homophobia. This is about
not only becoming better researchers, but also about
seeking ways to shift the very paradigm of qualitative
research and ensuring its service to social change. We
have learned to use these questions as a central and
ongoing part of the research we do.

Feminist and Queer Accountability
to the Micropolitics of the Field

One of the primary tenets of critical qualita-
tive research is that researchers must work with a
wider understanding and application of the poli-
tics of research. For Kum-Kum Bhavnani (1993),
this means that one needs to be accountable to the
micropolitics of research because such accountabil-
ity destabilizes the tendency to conduct and pres-
ent research from a transcendent position—the
“all knowing” ethnographer, the “outsider” going
in to understand the point of view of “insiders,”
the attempt to (avoid) “go(ing) native,” and the
researcher who aims to “gain access” at all costs and
in the interests of furthering research. Micropolitics
is not only the axis of inequality that shapes con-
temporary field relations; it is also the historical

materialist relationship that constitutes the field
and informs the basis of critical qualitative research.
Micropolitics therefore is a critical framework that
questions the essentializing and power-laden per-
ceptions of research spaces and people because it
encourages both a reflexive inquiry into the limited
locations of research, and it involves the more criti-
cal practice of the researcher turning outward, to
comprehend what Bhavnani calls the “interconnec-
tions” among researcher, research participants, and
the social structural spaces of “the field.”

Micropolitics illuminates how all research is con-
ducted from the limited locations of gender, race,
class, sexual identification, and nationality, as well
as illuminating the interconnections among all of
these locations. This is not a simplistic reflexive
practice of taking a moment in research to account
for one’s positionality and then moving on to con-
duct normative field work; Bhavnani has been criti-
cal of such moments of inward inspection that lack
substantial accountability to the wider micropolitics
of the field. Rather, this move requires an ongoing
interrogation of the limited locations of research
that show how knowledge is not transcendent.
Furthermore, when used reflexively, limited loca-
tions offer a more critical framework from which to
practice research.

Micropolitics encouraged Collins’ attention to
the limited location of a global feminist ethnog-
rapher doing research on gay male urban sexual
space in Manila. For one, she moved among dif-
ferent positionalities throughout her research—of
woman, queer-identified, white, US academic,
tourist, ate (Tagalog term for older sister)—and
none of these positions was either a transcendent
or more authentic standpoint from which to con-
duct ethnographic work. So, for instance, as a
white tourist, she moved easily among the gentrify-
ing gay spaces because these spaces were increas-
ingly designed to encourage her movement around
Malate. This limited location showed the increas-
ing establishment of white consumer space, which
encouraged the movement of consumers like her-
self yet dissuaded the movement of the informal
sexual laborers with whom she was also spending
time—the gay hosts. Her limited location as a
white woman researcher from a major US univer-
sity meant that gay hosts sometimes shared their
spaces and meanings of urban gay life with her, yet
many times those particular spaces and dialogues
were closed—she was not allowed into the many
public sexual spaces (parks and avenues for cruising
and sex late at night), yet gay hosts treated her as an
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audience for their many romantic stories about the
boyfriends they met in the neighborhood.

Hosts emphasized that they gained much from
hosting foreigners in terms of friendship, love, desire,
and cultural capital. Yet they monitored the infor-
mation they shared because she remained to them
a US researcher who wielded the power of represen-
tation over their lives, despite her closeness with a
group of five gay hosts. Hence, gay hosts often chose
to remain silent about their difficult memories of
sex work or any information that could frame them
as one-dimensional “money boys,” as distinct from
the “gay”-identified Filipino men who migrated to
Malate to take part in a gay urban community.

Micropolitics challenges the authenticity of any
one positionality over another; it was Collins’ move-
ment among all of them, as well as her ongoing
consideration of their social structural places, that
provided her with a more critical orientation to the
research. She suggests that she was not essentially
a better “positioned” researcher to study “gay” life
in Manila because she too is gay. Rather she found
that differences of race, class, gender, and nationality
tended to serve as more enduring, limited locations
that influenced relationships within this research and
that required ongoing critical reflexive engagement.

We want to add that a queer micropolitics of the
field also offers critical insight into how identities are
not stagnant but rather can be fabricated and per-
formative during the research process. This moves
researchers away from an essentialist take on their
standpoint because an essentialist mind-set can lead
to a search for the authentic insider and outsider. It
can also lead to an essentialist social positionality
that is more conducive for researching. Queer mic-
ropolitics show that research is made up of a collec-
tion of productive relations and identities. So, for
example, her lesbian identification did not create a
more authentic connection with gay hosts in Manila;
rather, she often fabricated a shared “gay” positional-
ity. This was a performance that served as a point of
departure for her many conversations, from which
she could proceed to share meanings of what it meant
to be “gay” in the Manila and the United States.

Some of the productive relations that arise
in research are the continuum of intimacies that
develop while doing research. So, like feminists
before her, she chose to develop close friendships
with hosts where they genuinely loved (in a familial
way) as they spoke of love. While learning about gay
life in Malate, she stroked egos, offered advice, cried
over broken hearts and life struggles, and built and
maintained familial relations. Queer micropolitics

shows, however, the limitations of such intimacies
because intimacy does not equal similarity—the
differing social locations of class, race, gender, and
nationality meant that the experiences of urban gay
life varied immensely. Thus, building such intimacies
across these differences requires both the recognition
and respect for boundaries that hosts constructed.
She had to learn to see and know that when hosts
became quiet and pulled away these were acts of
self-preservation as well as acts of defiance against
the many misrepresentations of their lives that had
taken shape in academic research and journalistic
renderings of their place in “exotic” sex districts.

A queer micropolitics also shows how research
is an embodied practice: researchers are gendered,
racialized, classed, and sexualized in the field. This
became most apparent as she walked alone at night
in the “field” and developed a keen awareness of the
deeply gendered aspects of Malate’s urban spaces.
For one, her embodiment was a peculiar pres-
ence because women in Manila do not walk alone
at night. This includes women sex workers who
publicly congregate in groups or with clients and
escorts; otherwise, they are subject to police harass-
ment. Hence, her very movement in the field as a
sole woman felt like a transgression into masculine
urban space because her feminine body was treated
as “out-of-place” in the public spaces of the streets at
night—she was flirted with, name called, followed,
and sexually handled as she walked to gay bars for her
research. As much as her queer location afforded her
an understanding of how gender is a discursive pro-
duction on the body, replete with the possibility of
her being able to transcend and destabilize the gen-
dered body as a biological “reality,” she confronted
the discomfort of being read as a real woman in what
became predominantly men’s spaces at night.

Yet this gendered embodiment, in part, shaped
her knowledge of the district as she developed quick
and knowledgeable movement through the streets, a
queer micropolitical reading of urban space that arose
out of this limited gender location. She was aware
of the spacing of blocks, the alleys, the street light-
ing, and the time of night when crowds spilled out
from the bars and onto the streets, allowing her to
realize that a socially vibrant street life actually facili-
tated her movement. This queer micropolitical read-
ing of urban space showed how both researchers and
research participants do not simply exist in a neutral
way in city space; rather, gender leads to our use and
misuse of urban space. She has juxtaposed her experi-
ence with those of research participants in her study.
The latter spoke at length about their exploratory

174 CRITICAL APPROACHES TO QUALITATIVE RESEARCH



and liberatory experiences of urban space, replete
with their access to masculine sexual spaces—parks
for cruising and sex, city blocks for meeting clients or
picking up male sex workers, and alleys, movie the-
aters, and mall bathrooms for anonymous sex.

This queer micropolitical read of Malate’s gentri-
fied space showed how very different was her access
to the newly opening bars, restaurants, cafés, and
lifestyle stores. Her whiteness signaled assumptions
of her class location and positioned her as part of
the international presence that this gentrifying space
was targeting and whose movement among estab-
lishments was encouraged. She received free entry,
free drinks, exceptional hospitality, and invitations
to private parties, and her movements were closely
monitored as she entered and exited establishments
for the sake of “protecting a foreign tourist from
street harassment” (interview with bar owner).

Overall, she experienced whiteness and class as
equally embodied because these locations signaled
her power as a “legitimate” consumer, allowing
access to urban consumer sites and a privileged
movement among gentrified spaces. This embodied
experience of gentrified space differed from that of
her gay hosts, who were often denied access to these
establishments for being Filipino, young, working
class, gay, and interested in foreigners. Contrarily,
their bodies were constructed as a “threat” to urban
renewal in the district.

Resisting Reinscription

Critical qualitative research is also concerned
with the politics of representation in research. This
requires a hard look at the implicit imperialisms of
ethnographic work, including the tendency to go in
and get out with abundant factual information, as
well as the lasting impact of objectificatory research
practices on fields of study. Such practices are evi-
dent in the now global rhetoric about the so-called
Third World prostitute, who in both academic and
journalistic renderings tends to be sensationalized
and sexually Othered. This rendering is part of a
long history of exoticization that has denied subjec-
tivity and rendered invisible the lived experiences of
sexual laborers around the world.

Such failed representations are part of
what Kum-Kum Bhavnani (1993) has called
“reinscription”—the tendency in research to freeze
research participants and sites in time and space,
thus rendering them both exotic and silenced.
Reinscription denies agency to research participants
and renders invisible the dynamic lived experiences
of those same research participants. Doing research

in both postcolonial and sexual spaces means that
researchers must grapple with how our research
participates in histories of reinscription—we both
enter into and potentially contribute to a field that
has been already “examined,” overstudied, and often
exoticized. Thus, a critical qualitative approach is
one that begins with a thorough understanding of
these histories of representation so that we are not
entering fields naively, as spaces only of explora-
tion. Rather, we enter with knowledge of how the
field has already been constituted for us through
reinscription. A critical orientation has a core objec-
tive of understanding how our representations of
research at all levels of the research process could
contribute to exoticization by reinscribing partici-
pants and sites.

The issue of reinscription became particularly
apparent when Dana Collins interviewed gay
hosts and grappled with what appeared to be their
elaboration of a contradictory picture of their sex-
ual labor, as well as of their lives. In short, hosts
tended to “lie,” remain silent, embellish “truths,”
and articulate contradictory allusions to their life
and labor in Malate. When Collins began her inter-
viewing, she held the implicit objective of obtain-
ing the “truth” about hosts’ lives, which she believed
resided in “what they do” in the tourism industry.
She was concerned with the “facts” about their lives,
even though gay hosts were more likely to express
their desire—desire for relations with foreigners,
desire to migrate to a “gay” urban district, desire
for rewarding work, and desire for community and
social change. She struggled with many uncertain-
ties about the discussions: how could they hold a
range of “jobs” and attend school, yet spend most
of their days and nights in Malate? How could they
understand gay tourists as both boyfriends and cli-
ents? Why resist the label “sex worker” yet refer to
themselves as “working boys” and claim to have “cli-
ents?” She struggled to make sense of the meanings
that hosts offered even as she simultaneously felt
misled concerning the “real” relations of hospitality.

Interviewing hosts about sexualized labor—as a
way to produce a representation of sex work—did
not facilitate the flow of candid information; hosts
later expressed their view that sex work and their
lives were already “overstudied.” Many research-
ers had previously descended on Malate to study
sex work, and the district was a prime location for
the outreach of HIV/AIDS organizations, some
of which had breached the confidence of the gay
host community. In short, Dana mistakenly started
her research without the knowledge of Malate as a
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hyperrepresented field, and her research risked rein-
scribing gay hosts’ lives within that field as static
and unchanging,.

Importantly, those gay hosts who resisted becom-
ing the “good research subjects” who give accurate
and bountiful information, prompted a radical shift
in her research framework. They told her stories
about their imagined social lives, which encouraged
her to rethink her commitment to researching sex
work because the transformation of the discourses
offered another view of the district, their work, and
lives, one that offered a more visionary perspective.
She began to focus less on “misinformation” and
instead followed how hosts framed their lives. She
treated these framings as social imaginings in which
Malate features prominently in their understandings
of gay identity, community, belonging, and change.
In short, their social imaginings functioned as coun-
ternarratives to reinscription and offered their lived
experience of urban gay place. Such imaginations
expressed hope, fear, critique, and desire—in short,
they present a utopic vision of identity, community,
and urban change.

Integrating Lived Experience

Finally, critical qualitative research is a call to
study lived experience, which is a messy, contra-
dictory realm, but a deeply important one if we as
critical researchers are truly interested in working
against a history of research that has silenced those
“under study” (see Weis & Fine, 2012). Paying
attention to lived experience allows us to better
engage with the contradictions mentioned earlier
because lived experience is about understanding the
meanings that research participants choose to share
with researchers, and it is also about respecting
their silences. As Kum-Kum Bhavnani (1993) has
argued, silences can be as eloquent as words. Finally,
integrating lived experience can take a critical
qualitative project further because lived experience
allows researchers to explore the epistemological
relationship of the meanings and imaginings offered
by research participants and to be explicit about the
project of knowledge production. In other words,
a central guiding question of critical qualitative
research is how can research participants speak and
shape epistemology, rather than solely being spoken
about or being the subjects of epistemology?

Collins used hosts” social imaginings as an epis-
temological contribution because their imagin-
ings showed how hosts draw from experiences of
urban gay community to articulate their desires for
change, despite their simultaneous experiences of

inequality and exclusion. We read social imaginings
as a subjective rendering of urban place—the hosts’
social imaginings expressed their history, identity,
subversive uses of urban space, and, ultimately, the
symbolic reconstitution of that urban space. In this
way, hosts were refiguring transnational urban space
by writing themselves and their labor back into the
district’s meaning, even as the global forces of tour-
ism and urban renewal threatened to displace them.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we seek to highlight how critical
research insists on the interplay of reflexivity, pro-
cess, and practice. In particular, we encourage critical
researchers to be mindful of the multiple meanings
and usages of the term “critical” so that we can make
more explicit our political interests and stand within
our disciplines, the academy, our community, and
the world. We offer dialectical materialism as a dis-
tinct mode of critical analysis that emphasizes an
analysis of change in essence, practice, and struggle.
We also suggest that, for researchers to be critical in
their research, they should strive to take up research
questions and projects that study change, contra-
dictions, struggle, and practice in order to coun-
ter dominant interests and advance the well-being
of the world’s majority. We should strive to build
new research relationships—such as overcoming
the faulty divides between researchers and research
participants and by promoting systems of commu-
nity accountability—that dialectically fuse research,
political activism, and progressive social change.

Furthermore, we suggest that critical research
can agitate against the homogeneity of ethnographic
representation, allowing for the realities of people’s
lives to come into view. Critical researchers recog-
nize the contested fields of research; yet this requires
our critical engagement with the research process,
as a reflexive, empathetic, collective, self-altering,
socially transformative, and embedded exercise in
knowledge production. Therefore, critical research
can resist imperialist research practices that are dis-
embodied and that assume a singular social posi-
tioning. We use an imperative here to say that we
must conduct research as embodied subjects who
shift between multiple and limited locations. We
also have to find more ways to remain account-
able to our communities of research as a way to
undo implicit imperialisms in social research.
Critical research can work against the remnants of
an objectivist and truth-seeking method that sup-
ports prevailing interests, classes, and groups while
embracing research from social locations that offer
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situated knowledges and the possibility for greater
shared understandings. Finally, critical research can
engage the micropolitics of research and foreground
the need for the accountability of researchers to
resist reproducing epistemic violence.

Notes

1. This last is an idealist imagining of what should happen.
However, a number of research projects have approximated
closely to these goals.

2. Parts of our argument have appeared in some of our earlier
work (e.g., Bhavnani & Talcott, 2011; Collins, 2009; 2002;
Chua, 2001).

3. Although we, as the chapter’s three authors, do not usually
use “we” in our writing as a general pronoun, it is the most
direct way to offer our insights in this section.
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CHAPTER

10

Decolonizing Research Practice:

Indigenous Methodologies, Aboriginal

Methods, and Knowledge/Knowing

Mike Evans, Adrian Miller, Peter Hutchinson, and Carlene Dingwall

Abstract

Indigenous approaches to research are fundamentally rooted in the traditions and knowledge systems
of Indigenous peoples themselves, although Indigenous methodologies and methods have become
both systems for generating knowledge and ways of responding to the processes of colonization.Very
specific Indigenous methods emerge from language, culture, and worldview. This chapter describes
two such Indigenous research approaches drawn from the work of two Indigenous scholars with their
communities in Australia and Canada. Although creative and new, these approaches draw deeply from
their communities and thus express and enact traditional knowledge systems in contemporary terms.
This approach may result in more pertinent research, better take-up and dissemination of research

results, and a general improvement in the situations of Indigenous communities and peoples.

Key Words: Indigenous methodologies, decolonization, participatory action research

Indigenous approaches to research are as complex
and multiple as Indigenous peoples themselves, but
the context for understanding Indigenous method-
ologies or the closely related topic of decolonizing
methodologies necessarily includes the overarch-
ing (and in some ways unifying) colonial structures
in which peoples find themselves embedded. One
of the small ironies of Indigenous methodologies
is that the struggle to be defined and understood
as Indigenous through specifically Indigenous
knowledge production is sometimes most clearly
heard by other (i.e., non-Indigenous) scholars as an
oppositional rather than self-constituting process.
Nonetheless, Indigenous scholars and the commu-
nities from which they come understand the expres-
sion and practice of distinct Indigenous research
methodologies to reflect, enact, and revitalize those
Indigenous knowledge systems themselves.

The term itself— “Indigenous” —speaks to
what it is not (i.e., colonial/European) as well as to
what it contains—the perspectives, histories, and

approaches to research as broadly different and var-
ied as those of Maori, Cree, or Sdmi peoples. This is
comprehensible, given the spread of capitalism and
Western European power over the globe in the six-
teenth through twenty-first centuries (see Hardt &
Negri, 2000; Wolf, 1982; Worsley, 1984), but can
obscure what an Indigenous (or “Indigenist,” see
Rigney, 1997) perspective entails, which may have
as its source something quite specific, something
best considered authentically formed by Indigenous
peoples themselves (i.e., autochthonously), rather
than derivative of colonialism. This is equally true
of the closely related term “Aboriginal,” which also
derives some of its content from the colonial expe-
rience and Western frames of thought to which it
is most often opposed.! To understand Indigenous
methodologies simply in these terms, however,
no matter how well intentioned, is a potentially
recolonizing act.

Fundamentally, the ground contested through
Indigenous methodology is knowledge itself, and,
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for Indigenous people, it is often self-knowledge that
is at stake (Moreton-Robinson & Walter, 2009).
For many centuries, European knowledge produc-
tion systems have attended to building images of
Indigenous people; Indigenous methodologies
are proactive processes through which Indigenous
people create their own images and stories. A short
story might help show how fundamental the cri-
tique of Western knowledge systems can be.

A number of years ago I (ME) went to a large
pow-wow at the Toronto Skydome with some friends.
About halfway through the event, I went outside the
stadium with a young Anishinabe woman to smoke.
We were talking and smoking, and, at some point
in the conversation, I mentioned that I was studying
anthropology (I was doing my PhD at the time). This
was a surprise to her, as we only knew each other socially
and through circles where anthropologists in particular
were greeted with some suspicion. On learning this,
she paused for a moment, and then said thoughtfully,
“You are the people who think we walked across the
Bering Strait.” She was referring to the Bering Strait or
Beringia hypothesis, which claims that the Americas
were peopled between about 10,000 to 30,000 years
ago via a land bridge across the Bering Strait. This is
quite a contentious theory among Aboriginal com-
munities (see Ward Churchill’s chapter entitled “Let’s
Turn Those Footsteps Around” in the book, Since
Predator Came, 2005 [1995]). The opposition to the
theory is founded partly in alternative belief systems
and partly in a deep concern for the amount of intel-
lectual energy that seems to go in to understanding
when Aboriginal people arrived in the Americas. The
suspicion is that, at root, the core interest in proposing,
arguing, and promoting the theory is in recontextu-
alizing all human communities in the New World as
immigrants. After another few seconds, she peered at
me through the smoke and offered a one-word critique
of the Beringia hypothesis— “Whatever” she said, and
then we finished up our smokes and went back inside.

That one word— “whatever” —sums up the
epistemological positioning of Indigenous meth-
odologies vis-d-vis colonialism. That is, as a system
of thought and knowledge production, Indigenous
methodologies do not dispute European ones
directly, but rather ignore them, and, in practice,
create knowledge directly rather than as a result of
disputation or opposition. In this way, Indigenous
methodologies avoid being entrapped in the power
relations inherent in colonial knowledge systems.

Certainly, in colonial systems, knowledge and
power are intertwined. Attwood and Arnold (1992)
provide one analysis of these systems in their work on
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Aboriginalism, work that draws on the much earlier
Aristotelian concept of phronesis, which Flyvbjerg
(2001) describes as prudence or practical wisdom/
knowledge, or “true state, reasoned, and capable of
action with regard to things that are good or bad
for man” (p. 2). Phronesis goes beyond the notion
that knowledge is about simple facts to consider the
role of values and power in judgments and deci-
sions made by a social or political actor. Flyvbjerg
argues that phronetic social science focuses on four
value-rational questions: (1) where are we going?
(2) who gains and who loses, and by which mecha-
nisms of power?, (3) is this development desirable?,
and (4) what should we do about it?

Thus, Attwood and Arnold look to Aborginalism
as an intellectual development of constructions of
authoritative truths about “Aborigines/Aboriginals,”
one characterized by the relationship between
power and knowledge. Aboriginalism exists on
three levels: the first as Aboriginal Studies through
the teaching and scholarly pursuit of knowledge
about Aborigines/Aboriginals by non-Indigenous
intellectuals who claim Aborigines/Aboriginals
cannot represent themselves and therefore must be
represented by experts who know more about them
than they know about themselves. The second level
is based on a style of thought that places emphasis
on the imagined distinction between Aborigines/
Aboriginals and Europeans in order to construct
them as the “Other” and to form a “Them” and
“Us” relationship. The third level refers to corporate
and government institutions exercising authority
over Aborigines/Aboriginals, claiming rights, laws,
and information about them. Unfortunately, it is
at this point Attwood falls silent and leaves off the
Indigenist project of Indigenous people developing,
controlling, and determining their own epistemo-
logical trajectory. Research can play a key role in
empowering Indigenous people to fulfill this role.

There is, then, a sort of knowledge-based empow-
erment that sits at the very heart of the development
of Indigenous methodologies. This is a proactive
stance, building on the work of Indigenous critics of
Western knowledge systems (most notably Deloria,
1969; 1973; subsequently, see Alfred, 1999; Battiste,
1986; Churchill, 1997; Ermine, 1995), but the
germinal work in this regard is Tuhiwia L. Smith’s
Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous
Peoples (1999). It is important here to note that
Smith’s work is framed in terms of decolonization, in
opposition to colonial processes, including those of
knowledge producers be they colonial officials, his-
torians, or social scientists. The work also references



a number of proactive responses, and, indeed, in her
concluding chapter, Smith provides some very gen-
eral signposts for how a careful scholar might seek
out particular and appropriate Indigenous meth-
ods. At one level, Smith’s is a moral guide, direct-
ing scholars to decolonize their own practices; at a
deeper level, it is a primer on where and how such
scholars could find suitable Indigenous actors to
speak with about whether and how an appropriate
research undertaking is possible.

What Smith does not do is frame research meth-
ods beyond methodologies. The distinction here
between method and methodology is important,
but making it runs the risk of descending into the
trite. Without claiming too much, we would like to
suggest that, for heuristic purposes, method here be
understood as a technique for generating data and
methodology be conceptualized as a higher order
system that affects the selection of methods in any
one instance via a set of principles regarding the
nature of knowledge and information and the suit-
able sources from which such information might be
derived. There is an epistemological underpinning
to methodology that subsequently patterns action
in the research space and, thus, knowledge.

Indigenous methodologies and participatory
ones are, in this regard, quite similar (see Evans,
Hole, Berg, Hutchinson, & Sookraj, 2009) and
share a history of struggle. Arising from scholars
and communities working in opposition to colonial
oppression (Fals Borda, 1987; Friere, 1970) and
now adopted by any number of people(s) working
from marginalized positions, participatory action
research (PAR) is used to seek insight from, not
simply information about, people and communi-
ties in the context of research. For Indigenous com-
munities in particular, such insights may well be
derived from deep epistemological roots expressed
and reproduced in language and culture. Certainly,
within the work of contemporary Indigenous schol-
ars, the concern about Indigenous language and
culture is very much tied up with the unique per-
spectives or worldviews derived from these sources.

Indigenous methods derive from Indigenous per-
spectives, language, and culture and are thus exactly
thac—Indigenous; not simply postcolonial or decolo-
nizing, they are epistemologically revitalizing as well.
Having now made that claim (i.e., that Indigenous
methodologies are, at least potentially, distinct from
Western systems of knowledge production), we can
move on to a couple of examples that speak to the
fundamental goal of Indigenous methodologies—
facilitating Indigenous people to develop knowledge

and speak for and of themselves about any and all
elements of the worlds they inhabit.

Cyclone: An Australian Aboriginal
Approach to Knowledge Production
and Dissemination

Tropical cyclones are a seasonal weather condition
that Indigenous peoples in Northern Australia have
experienced for thousands of years. These meteoro-
logical events are firmly embedded in the daily lives
of Aboriginal people, and this is reflected in language
and cultural practices. The Jirtbal people are the
keepers of the cyclone story, and sites of significance
are maintained and cared for by descendants. Arising
from the epistemology of my Jirrbal language and the
long experience of my community (AM) in north
Queensland, the cyclone model resonates with peo-
ple and thus provides a culturally cogent mechanism
for both generating and disseminating research.?

Historically, research has not been a posi-
tive experience for many Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander communities; researchers have a
responsibility to cause no harm, but traditional
forms of research have been a source of distress for
Indigenous peoples due to inappropriate meth-
ods and practices (Cochran et al., 2008; Miller &
Speare, 2012). More recently, PAR has offered a
way forward, to make research meaningful for the
community and to enable an action research cycle
that assists in improving processes for addressing
important issues from the communities’ perspec-
tives. It has potential to reduce the negative effects
that conventional research has had on Indigenous
people (Baum, MacDougall, & Smith, 2006).

Importantly, when communities seek control
of the research agenda and seek to be active in the
research, they are establishing themselves as more
powerful agents (Baum et al., 2006). With the
increasing use of PAR approaches to address pub-
lic health and educational issues, there is potential
for bridging the gap between research and practice
in addressing social issues and creating conditions
that facilitate people’s control over the determinants
of their health (Cargo & Mercer, 2008; Miller &
Speare, 2012). Cargo and Mercer (2008, p. 327)
suggest that a “key strength of PAR is the integra-
tion of researchers theoretical and methodologi-
cal expertise with nonacademic participants’ real
world knowledge and experiences into a mutually
reinforcing partnership.” Partnerships formed with
marginalized and vulnerable populations need to
ensure that concepts of cultural humility and cul-
tural safety are integrated so that academic and
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nonacademic partners are able to establish and
maintain mutual respect and trust.

Participatory action research can be a collab-
orative, participatory, and equal partnership among
Indigenous community members, organizations,
research assistants, and researchers to examine an
issue, gather information about it, analyze the data
that come from the process, and then take some
action to address that issue. It is driven and owned
by the community and the researchers and involves
a two-way, respectful conversation that feeds into
both the process and the outcomes of this research.

Rigney (1997) promotes the concept of an
Indigenist (read Indigenous) methodology that
focuses on developing an “anti-colonial cultural cri-
tique of Australian history in an attempt to arrive at
appropriate strategies to de-colonise epistemologies”
(p. 110). Indigenist research is informed by three
fundamental and interrelated principles: (1) resis-
tance as the emancipatory imperative in Indigenist
research, (2) political integrity in Indigenous
research, and (3) privileging Indigenous voices in
Indigenist research (p. 118).

I have applied these principles by constructing
my research worldview on the following quote in
my Jirrbal language:

nada yambayiripu (I think)
nali ninda yambayiripu (You and I are thinking)

I endeavor to pursue research through the
understanding that I am a thinking person (yaqa

Tropical cyclone analogy

nambayiripu), a sentiment denied to my recent
past relatives and ancestors sanctioned on the basis
of contrived social theories like polygenesis and
social Darwinism (McConnochie, Hollinsworth, &
Pettman, 1988). Such theories were used to label
Indigenous peoples as being unable to use their
minds and intellect; unable to invent, build, culti-
vate land, produce items of value, and participate
in the arts of civilization (Smith, 1999). Indigenist
methodologies counteract this premise by privileg-
ing Indigenous voices and intelligence.

In applying Indigenous research principles, it is
important to critically look at the past to find answers
for the future from Indigenous and non-Indigenous
voices. Therefore, I also believe that resolving prob-
lems collaboratively (yali yinda yambayiripu) is a
pathway to understand and address many of the
socioeconomic and health problems experienced by
Indigenous people.

My research worldview combines both Indigenous
research principles and PAR and formalizes it in my
own cosmological and cultural framework; a tropi-
cal cyclone analogy. Tropical cyclones are significant
to Indigenous communities in Northern Australia
for not only their destructive power but also for
their regenerative and cleansing effects. They are
cosmologically and spiritually significant to many
Indigenous communities in northern Australia.

The main features of a tropical cyclone are destruc-
tive winds and a calm inner eye. I have labeled these
features in my language, Jirrbal, in Figure 10.1.

The cyclone
nala gumbarra

The cyclone eye
nala gumbarra gayga

The cyclone wind
nala gumbarra gulubu

Figure 10.1 The tropical cyclone features destructive winds and a calm inner eye.

Accessed from http://www.ga.gov.au/hazards/cyclone/cyclone-basics/causes.html
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World-view

research principles

nala gumbarra gayga nala gumbarra nala gumbarra gulubu
The cyclone eye The cyclone The cyclone wind
Indigenist Participatory Indigenist Participatory action

research

research framework

Reflect

Political
integrity

Resistance

Privileging
indigenous
voices

Observe

Resistance

Zﬁ Privileging @

indigenous

Plan Reflect Plan

Political
integrity

Act Observe Act

Figure 10.2 The combination of principles from Indigenist research and participatory action research are conceptualized by the eye

and the wind of the cyclone.

In combining Indigenist research principles and
PAR, (Figure 10.2), I have conceptualized both
within the eye (nala gumbarra gayga) and wind (nala
gumbarra gulubu) of the cyclone (nala gumbarra).

Indigenous research principles are the eye or
center of the research analogy, with the cycles of
the PAR framework forming its outer momentum.
By using this approach, researchers can take into
account the complex dynamics faced by Indigenous
communities by planning, acting, observing, and
reflecting to bring about change and action as expe-
rienced by Indigenous communities (Kemmis &
McTaggart, 2005; Rigney, 1997).

In some recent research regarding the impact
and context of communicable disease in the Torres
Straits, we (Massey et al., 2011) have employed just
such a model, combining PAR and the Indigenous
research principles embedded in the cyclone. In
two linked studies, one on influenza and the other
looking at Strongyloides stercoralis (threadworm),
these principles are applied as a checkpoint at every
stage of the research. This is undertaken through
application and the ongoing reflection on three
questions: (1) Are we undertaking research that is
a priority or of importance to Indigenous people in
this context? (2) Are we recognizing and acknowl-
edging the political integrity of this research with
Indigenous people? (3) Are we ensuring that we
actively promote Indigenous voices in this research
(Rigney, 1997, p. 118)? The purpose for asking such
questions is in guiding the effective and meaningful

participation of communities and organizations

involved (Figure 10.3).
Plan

The communities and organizations involved
in these studies are based on cultural connections,
historical associations, and political assertiveness.
Employment and capacity development have been
core activities in forming relationships and collabo-
rations. The ideal qualitative sample is one that is
small enough to yield rich information to inform
the research questions and that contains “critical
cases,” “typical cases,” and also occasionally “devi-
ant” cases (Schutt, 2006). The study of more than
one case or setting strengthens the generalizability
of the findings, hence the inclusion of quite diverse
regions.

Acting Stage: Data Collection

During this stage, interview questions have been
developed and piloted before interviews are under-
taken. Notes should be taken during the interview
and validated with the interviewee(s) at the end.
Additional observational notes are taken about any
other events that have arisen during the interview.
The types of data collected could include:

* In-depth interviews, focus groups,
observations

¢ Obstacles and aids to data collection

* Reflections on data quality (valid, reliable,
and “thick”)
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Plan-Community engagement & participation
e.g. Respectful conversations and consutlations

Act-Data collection

e.g. Phase I: Semi-structured interviews, Phase 2: Case studies

Observe-qualitative data analysis
e.g. Interviews & case studies, primary
and secondary level

Research principles

Reflect-Presentations and feedback
e.g. dissemination or validation

Indigenist

Plan Act Observe Reflect

Figure 10.3 Indigenist research principles in practice.

A semistructured interview guide should be
used, and participants who consent for interview
will be asked a series of questions. Recruitment will
continue until saturation is reached; that is, up to
the point at which new interviews yield little addi-
tional information. The sample will include “criti-
cal,” “typical,” and “deviant” cases, as well as include
more than one setting.

Observation Stage: Qualitative
Data Analysis

This study design requires interviews to be
thematically analyzed to develop a model that
can be locally contextualized and implemented.
Indigenous cultural protocols need to be adhered to
in relation to the interviewer’s self-identity, gender,
age, language, and confidendiality. Body language,
prompts, judgmental language and gestures, dress
standards, and the location and timing of the inter-
views are taken into consideration, and no individu-
als are identified in the data.

An example of primary level data analysis
(Schutt, 2006) includes:

* Documentation

* Conceptualisation and coding

* Examining relationships and displaying data
. Authenticating conclusions

* Reflexivity

A secondary level data analysis example
(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) seeks further analy-
sis of the data to sort according to Individual’s
Knowledge, Social Practices, Social Structures, and
Social Media and to re-categorise the findings in a
PAR matrix.
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Social
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Strategies

Reflect: Presentations, Feedback,
Dissemination, or Validation

Presenting and disseminating preliminary find-
ings to communities and organizations involved
in a study is an essential step in this example. This
allows for communities and organizations to pro-
vide early feedback and validation of the findings
and to ensure active participation in the study.
Perhaps more urgently, though, this is the point at
which the cycle begins anew—reflection is an essen-
tial part of the next planning process. The image of
the cyclone, that of a continuous swirl of people and
ideas coming together to create change and renewal,
is an essential element in communicating the pur-
pose, process, and results of the research itself.

It is often stated that Aboriginal communities do
not feel connected to research and cannot or do not
understand or access research results (Estey, Kmetic,
& Reading 2008; Hoare, Levy, & Robinson, 1993;
Kirkness & Barnhardt, 1991). The cyclone process
is one way to change that, by keeping people abreast
of the intention, form, and content of research in
an ongoing process that is integral to the research
itself. Here, knowledge production and knowledge
translation/dissemination are seamlessly (cycloni-
cally) connected.

Between Two Methods:
A Parenthetical Comment

Quite recently, Gobo (2011) observed that
many Indigenous methodology studies seem to use
pretty standard methods, and the studies discussed
here do, indeed, use methods drawn and expressed
in ways entirely consistent with and embedded in
Western medical knowledge systems. But—and



this matters—the methodology, the overarching
set of principles that contextualizes that knowledge
is located in place, in the cyclone as a metaphor,
in the cyclone as a means of communicating with
the Aboriginal communities involved, and in the
cyclone as the process through which Aboriginal
peoples and interests remain at the “eye.”

One might argue (and we do) that it is vital to
see and utilize the strengths of differing knowl-
edge systems and contexts thoughtfully and cre-
atively in academic and community settings (Wiber
& Kearney, 2006; in Estey et al,, 2008). This
“two-eyed-seeing” (Iwama, Marshall, Marshall, &
Bartlett 2009) also refers to the ability to turn a
critical eye toward Western knowledge as “situated,”
cultural knowledge, and it allows a simultaneous
deconstruction of the dominant paradigm while
resurrecting and generating Indigenous knowledge.?
The nature of this process, particularly as it exposes
power and privilege, often suggests that Western
and Indigenous worldviews are conflicting and in
opposition to one another; yet, although the worlds
are very different, they are not necessarily incom-
patible (Smylie et al., 2004). Western research is
dominated by “epistemological and ontological
disputes that tend to dichotomize quantitative and
qualitative research approaches” (Botha, 2011).
This dichotomy is both epistemologically and prac-
tically antithetical to Indigenous methodologies.
Rather than knowledge as being paradigmatically
oppositional, Indigenous knowledge is a “collective”
knowledge generated by three different knowledge
sources: traditional knowledge, empirical knowl-
edge, and revealed knowledge (Castellano, 2000).
According to Botha, Indigenous research meth-
odologies can and should go beyond the current
hermeneutic borders of conventional qualitative
research to embrace more appropriate epistemo-
logical and axiological assumptions and suggests a
mixed-methods approach as a vehicle for moving
beyond these paradigms.

Indigenous ontology is frequently characterized
as being “process oriented”; that is, an action and
“eventing” approach to life versus a world of sub-
ject—object relationships. “Individuals live and enact
their knowledge and, in the process, engage further
in the process of coming to be—of forming a way of
engaging others and the world” (Duran & Duran,
2000). Positivist research paradigms not only pro-
duce “colonizing research,” they are contrary to the
understanding that knowledge is founded on subjec-
tivity (Cajete, 2000; Marsden, 2003). Subjectivity,
as an enactment of an Indigenous research ethic

that derives knowledge from ways of knowing,
being, and doing (Martin and Mirraboopa, 2003),
is also informed by internally informed sources
such as dreams, visions, stories, interspecies com-
munications, and internal efforts to maintain spiri-
tual balance (Cajete, 2000; Deloria, 2006; Getty,
2010; Kawagley, 2001). These ways of knowing are,
among other things, deeply metaphorical and sym-
bolic and must be understood within a particular
cultural, geographical, and linguistic context, and
it is this knowledge that has been most impacted by
cultural oppression.

One cannot separate these two because the
research itself is embedded in activism (Swadner
& Mutua, 2008). Indigenous scholars advocate
for clear, culturally informed ethics to guide both
research and the ongoing dialogue between inter-
secting worldviews (Ermine, 2005; Tait, 2008).
This involves approaching the research with com-
mitment and following the “right path” in the quest
for meaning and understanding and how knowl-
edge is handled legally, economically, and spiritually
(Cajete, 2000).

Both PAR and Indigenous methodologies focus
on process, relationships, justice, and community
and are therefore theoretically oriented to evolving
research designs and plans. Indigenous methodolo-
gies, however, are frequently grounded in the tribal
afhiliation of the researcher as a statement of iden-
tity and respect (Kovach, 2009) and as a process
that enables the illumination of particular cultural
values and beliefs (Wilson, 2008). As we'll discuss
shortly, culturally derived relational metaphors are
often used to both frame the research paradigm
and explicate the findings and are reflective of a
relational epistemology focusing our attention on
our interrelatedness and interdependence with each
other and our greater surroundings. These relations
are part of complex and multilayered, multiembed-
ded systems that are dynamic and evolving (Getty,
2010; Henderson, 2000; Little Bear, 2000). From
particle to universal, each system contributes to the
functioning of a larger encompassing system. “All
relationships are tied to other relationships. There
is a vertical process and a horizontal process, and
these processes are constantly intertwining with
each other to create reality” (Cajete, 2000, p. 41).
In other words, iterative and positioned processes
typify Indigenous knowledge systems.

Building a Red River Cart
The Meétis are a distinct and constitutionally rec-
ognized Aboriginal community in Canada. Born of
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the interaction of First Nations and Europeans in
the fur trade, the Métis developed as a distinct and
politically self-conscious nation in the nineteenth
century, co-occupying a vast area in central and
northern North America (see the collections edited
by Peterson & Brown, 1985; St-Onge, Podruchny,
& MacDougall, 2012) until colonization by the
Canadian and American States abruptly marginal-
ized them. In Canada today, although legislative
and legal distinctions are between Métis and First
Nations (see Teillet, 2009), unfortunately, one of
the things shared between Métis and First Nations
is that their interactions with the same colonial gov-
ernment has resulted in similar, although not the
same, social issues. For example, both Métis and
First Nations share a similar inequity in health sta-
tus when compared with the general population of
Canada (Adelson, 2005; Gracey & King, 2009).

To address this inequity in health status with the
general population, Métis communities, along with
other colonized Indigenous peoples, have called for
programs developed by their own community. This
is an alternative to receiving programs and policies
that are derived from outside of the community,
one that hopes, in part, to provide a service that is
culturally imbued or familiar with the expectation
that such familiarity increases participation in and
the effect of the program.

The community readiness model (CRM),
originally developed by Plested, Edwards, and
Jumper-Thurman (2006), is one that seeks to under-
stand, assess, and increase community readiness for
program interventions in an integrated fashion.
The model is particularly useful for health-related
program development because it considers readi-
ness in terms of a specific issue and in ways that
can be measured across multiple dimensions, with
due concern for variation across dimensions and
between and within communities. Readiness can be

Define community

Key informant interviews

increased during the process of assessment by bring-
ing key actors together to consider an issue. Indeed,
the development of a community consensus and
assessment is, in fact, an essential element of devel-
oping the strategies and interventions required. By
using participatory methods in investigating the
readiness of a community, the technique promotes
community recognition and ownership of the issue
and its solution. Effective inclusion of community
promotes cultural continuity and sustainability
by promoting the use of community experts and
resources while developing a program that is man-
ageable by the community (i.e., consistent with
its readiness and capacity). The community must
identify befitting strategies that are congruent with
their level of readiness. In 2008, as part of a broadly
conceived research program with the Métis commu-
nity in the Okanagan Valley of British Columbia,
Hutchinson facilitated research on the readiness of
the community to take greater control of their com-
munity health agenda and to identify one or more
key issues.

To do this, he and his collaborators started by
assessing previous efforts made by the community
around the issue of health, the general knowledge
of those efforts within the community, and how
current community leaders were addressing health.
Additional concerns were the general community’s
understanding of the issue, its priority, and what
resources were available to address the development
of a community health agenda. The seven-step
model is reproduced in Figure 10.4.

The method utilized to assess readiness within the
CRM is primarily interviews and surveys. Plested,
Edwards, and Jumper-Thurman (2006) also suggest
utilizing reviews of policies and programs and aca-
demic literature to finalize an assessment of a com-
munity’s readiness. The interviews and surveys rely
on scaled responses from participants to provide

Score readiness level

Develop strategies conduct workshops

Community change

Figure 10.4 Seven steps in the community readiness model (Plested et al., 2006).
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the basis for analysis and determination of a com-
munity’s level of readiness. A community may be at
several different levels of readiness, including:

¢ No Awareness

¢ Denial/Resistance

* Vague Awareness

* Preplanning

* Preparation

¢ Initiation

e Stabilization

* Confirmation/Expansion

After assessing the community’s readiness,
researchers and the community itself are in a better
position to address the issue being investigated.

After using the CRM, a very Métis-specific
critique emerged, with people indicating that
the model itself (that is to say, the methodology)
was not sufficiently reflective of their own experi-
ences. The community members, service provid-
ers, and leaders wondered if readiness was really
quantifiable, and, perhaps more importantly, if
complex issues are usefully reduced to a single
issue and whether the research focus—rather than
a program delivery focus—was warranted. As an
Aboriginal community that is (and indeed was)
fundamentally dispersed, people noted that the
CRM assumed a high level of cohesion within
the community (overall and within specific issues)
and, indeed, almost presupposed that the com-
munity was geographically bounded (note that
this has been identified as an issue for Métis
health-related research more generally; see Evans
et al., 2012). People also noted that there was a
danger in framing the work as research based on

|

Define community |

~

a one-time assessment because community needs
are continuous and evolving.

As a result, a large gathering was held to consider
approaches to community change around health
issues and to derive the community’s own model.
Expressed in terms derived from the original CRM,
to which they had been introduced, the major insight
that people felt needed to be incorporated was that
the process be reiterative and reflective upon itself at
every new stage (see Figure 10.5). In a community as
complex as that of the Métis, the appropriate inter-
locutors (i.e., the community) change as an issue
is identified; in defining the community, the issue
will change to reflect the community’s areas of inter-
est; by effective action, community change occurs
throughout the process; key informants affect the
framing of the issue; and, in workshops and strate-
gies, community and the issue are redefined. At the
meeting, one participant noted that it was like a
wheel spinning, in that the same point would come
around again and again with new information and
in a slightly different context.

The new model had to allow for a borderless
community because Métis are located both physi-
cally and sociologically within other communities,
tied to each other by kinship, identity, and culture
(for a discussion of this in the British Columbian
context, see Barman & Evans, 2009; Evans, Barman,
Legault, Dolmage, & Appleby, 2012). Rather than
readiness, a model of preparedness was proposed,
prioritizing knowing the community, recognizing
and engaging the infrastructure within the commu-
nities, and being responsive to change. The Métis
felt that readiness was very static, and investigating
readiness as proposed would become burdensome

| Key informant interviews |

™S

| Score readiness level |

.

| Develop strategies conduct workshops |

~.

| Community change |

Figure 10.5 Revisioning the community readiness model within a Métis community.
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to actually delivering programs to address commu-
nity issues.

To illustrate the newly developed process of
investigating preparedness to respond to Métis
community issues, a Red River Cart was utilized
(Figure 10.5). The Red River Cart, pulled by an ox
or occasionally by a horse, was developed by Métis
during the 1700s as a means of transporting people
and goods across Canada. It is no longer used except
as a symbol of Métis identity. To illustrate the new
model, the Métis focused on the wheel of the cart
while noting that the entire cart was representative
of the whole of society (see Figure 10.6).

The rim of the wheel represents the community
members interacting with service providers (repre-
sented by the spokes). The spokes are held in place
by the hub and the rim. The hub is the community
organized together as a political or advocacy group,
whereas the axle is a group of Métis who work with
multiple Métis groups at a larger geographic level
(provincially and nationally). The Métis Red River
Cart Model is a culturally salient image of and for
community preparedness, through which multiple
issues and agendas may form. The model also high-
lights the necessity for resource sharing because no

one single part can operate independently of the
other; an increased number of spokes and a larger
rim can be supported, but this requires a stronger
hub and axle. The wheel on the other end of the axle
is representative of the non-Aboriginal population;
to assure equity in society (being able to carry a load
in the cart), both wheels require the same number
of spokes and the same strength in the hub and axle.

The mobility evoked by the cart image also
reflects the reality that the Métis are not geographi-
cally bound, and Métis communities are frequently
much more difficult to pin-point and encompass
than those of other Aboriginal peoples. In terms of
self-governance and determination, this requires the
Métis to effectively communicate with the larger
population, share resources, and utilize administra-
tive centers or hubs. Communication is central to
the success of any program; with established links
between community members, service providers,
advocates, and political representatives, Métis com-
munity members can find out about new programs,
while service provider can find out about the needs
of the community members and relay them to advo-
cates and political representatives. As each spoke
shares the load of the cart, so do service providers
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Figure 10.6 Historic diagram of a Red River Cart (Brehaut, 1971-2).
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share resources when delivering services and distrib-
uting resource demand over many services. Having
a centralized administrative hub reduces the need
for each service provider to be expert in finances,
grant writing, or political wrangling. Administrative
centers can provide a central focal point for com-
munication, networking, and development work
between chartered communities.

So, as the wheel turns, the load is distributed
across some spokes more than others. This rep-
resents when community members are in direct
interaction with service providers. It is at this point
that service providers are allowed insight into the
community and any new, changing, or resolved
issues. With this insight, the service providers can
share their knowledge with advocates and political
organizations so that they, in turn, can share it with
the larger population in order to address the issue
in a novel manner specific to the community. This
model supports and promotes a community that
is prepared to address issues rather than consume
scarce time and resources through a model con-
stantly re-researching issues to resolve. It promotes
a method, then, that draws directly, appropriately,
and compellingly from the community from which
it comes.

Using the analogy of the Red River Cart as part
of a community-building process iteratively embeds
Meétis values and protocols; CRM is thus trans-
formed by these values into a process more appro-
priate (and yes, more Métis) than CRM in the first
instance. Even though modern Métis may not have
any dealings with a Red River Cart in their lifetime,
the image resonates, and the icon matters in terms
of motivating people to manage change—to be
ready to move as it were. In our process, the pos-
sibility of using metaphors and meanings derived
directly from Michif (the language of the Métis)
did arise, but relative absence of Michif in the com-
munity today meant that language-based epistemo-
logical difference was less accessible, and the use
of a cultural icon provided a better link between
visual representation and realized process. The pro-
cess, thus (re)constructed, was one of reiteration,
reflection, and revision in a circular manner—Tlike
a wheel spinning forward.

Conclusion

That the effects of colonialism on Indigenous
peoples in Australia and Canada are profound is
as obvious as the resistance that Indigenous peo-
ples have mounted in response. At a fundamental
epistemological and ontological level, Indigenous

methodologies are just that, Indigenous: they arise
in the context of a response to colonial pressures.
But these Indigenous ways of knowing, these ways
of finding out, are also an autochthonous expres-
sion of the knowledge systems that order lifeways
in and among Indigenous communities, and both
Indigenous methods and methodologies in turn
contribute to the vitality of those communities and
people. At once part of decolonization, Indigenous
methodologies are more as well; they are positive
affirmation that Indigenous people themselves can
draw on their own epistemological resources to
enact something other than the chaos that char-
acterizes the last few hundred years. Time will tell
what new orders of things, people, and relationships
may arise.

Future Directions

Indigenous studies has emerged rapidly over
the past decade or so as a distinct academic dis-
cipline. National organizations representing and
facilitating the work of scholars in the field are
numerous, and, more recently, a transnational
organization, the Native American and Indigenous
Studies Organization (see http://www.naisa.org/)
has emerged. The development of Indigenous
methodologies is related to the rise of Indigenous
studies as a discipline, but the relationship between
Indigenous scholars and research (including that
of non-Indigenous scholars in traditional Western
academic disciplines) in Western institutions like
universities and Indigenous communities remains
conflicted.

Over the next several years, the nature and posi-
tioning of a professional practice in Indigenous
studies will shift and develop. At issue are both
institutional and wider political relations and how
the specific research traditions of particular com-
munities inform and interact with each other in the
context of a more general practice of Indigenous
research. That is, how do very specific Indigenous
methods interrelate? What are the axes of similar-
ity and difference between particular traditions,
and how do these intersect with a common colo-
nial history and commonalities that precede (and
carry into and through) the impact of colonization?
These are not simply questions for the academe
or for Indigenous intellectuals and politicians as a
group, but rather they are of immediate concern
for Indigenous peoples in communities. There are
very practical questions considering how the effi-
cacy of Indigenous methodologies are assessed in
their impact on the utility of research being done
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in Indigenous communities. Do Indigenous mea-
sures of success emerge from the methodologies
themselves and, if so, how? Furthermore, how do
communities themselves take control of research
practices? What are the basic capacities that commu-
nities need to develop to undertake research using
Indigenous methodologies? How shall Indigenous
researchers be trained? And when and how will the
contributions of non-Indigenous researchers be
integrated into contemporary Indigenist research
agendas?

All these issues have implications for Indigenous
people inside communities and inside educational
institutions, and knowledge, power, and pragmatic
concerns are very much in the foreground. This is
as it should be, and the recognition of the affect of
knowledge and knowledge claims on Indigenous
people is a key step in decolonizing old systems of
thought and reindigenizing new ones.

Notes

1. In this paper, we use the terms Indigenous and Aboriginal
interchangeably. There is significant variation in the termi-
nology from place to place, although in both Canada and
Australia the term “Aboriginal” is in use. Even here, however,
there are differences, with the term usually being used as an
adjective in Canada and frequently as a noun in Australia.
Naming matters (see Chartrand 1991), and so when the dis-
cussion is linked to a particular place, we will use the naming
conventions of the Indigenous peoples of that place; consis-
tent with the literature, the term Indigenous is used to refer
to original peoples generally and collectively.

2. A careful reader will note a shift in voice here. This section of
the paper is written primarily by AM, an Aboriginal scholar,
describing research undertaken drawing on the knowledge
and epistemology of his mother’s people. A similar but
slightly different shift occurs in the second case study, where
a plural pronoun is used to reflect the fact that PH and CD
participated in the process described, and, more importantly,
there was a direct and collective process through which con-
clusions were derived.

3. This is entirely consistent with Donna Haraway’s radical
admonition in her 1988 paper “Situated Knowledges” that
the overarching god’s-eye view of claims of Western knowl-
edge systems be disputed from grounded and transparent
positions and knowledge systems.
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Abstract

This chapter focuses on the intellectual, philosophical, empirical, and pragmatic development of the
turn toward narrative, tracing the rise of narrative inquiry as it evolved in the aftermath of the crisis
of representation in the social sciences. Narrative inquiry seeks to humanize the human sciences,
placing people, meaning and personal identity at the center; inviting the development of reflexive,
relational, and interpretive methodologies and drawing attention not only on the actual but also to the
possible and the good.The chapter synthesizes the changing methodological and ethical orientations
of qualitative researchers associated with narrative inquiry; explores the divergent standpoints of
small- story and big- story researchers, draws attention to the differences between narrative analysis
and narratives-under-analysis; and reveals narrative practices that seek to help people form better
relationships, overcome oppressive canonical identities, amplify or reclaim moral agency, and cope better
with contingencies and difficulties experienced over the course of life.

Key Words: narrative, storytelling, narrative identity, reflexive methodologies, small stories, narrative
analysis, autoethnography, qualitative inquiry, acts of meaning, interpretive social science

We grasp our lives in a narrative. In order to have a sense of
who we are, we have to have a notion of how we have become,

and of where we are going.
— Charles Taylor (1989)

We tell stories because that’s what we have to do. It’s what we’re
all about. We care for one another with the stories we place in
each other’s memory; they are our food for thought, and life.

— Richard Zaner (2004)

People are constantly telling stories. We tell sto-
ries to ourselves and stories to others; stories about
ourselves and stories about other selves. Apparently,
self-telling is a human preoccupation. We assume
there is something akin to a “self” to tell stories to or
about. As we tell stories about others, we construct
images or meanings of them and their actions, cat-
egorizing or classifying them—in a sense, making

them up (Hacking, 1999). The same can be said
about the stories we tell about ourselves. On this
view, one’s self—my-self or your-self—can be
understood as a telling (Schafer, 1980) and a con-
sequence of “relational being” (Gergen, 2009). As
a result, the idea of a unified, fixed, and singular
self ontologically prior to and apart from a person’s
living experience is replaced by the notion of a
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multiple, fluid, and negotiated identity that is con-
tinuously under narrative construction—a process
that is never complete as long as we live and interact
with others.

Moreover, telling stories is one of the primary
ways we “reckon with time” (Ricoeur, 1981, p. 169).
We are historical beings who live in the present,
under the weight of the past and the uncertainty of
the future. Our language alerts us to a consciousness
of there and then, here and now, and sooner or later.
We are called on to make sense of and remember
the past in order to move ahead and attend to the
future. Thus, time, memory, and narrative are inex-
tricably linked.

A newborn baby is devoid of story. Still, each of
us is born into a world of stories and storytellers,
ready to be shaped and fashioned by the narratives
to which we will be exposed. Whether we like it or
not, our lives are rooted in narratives and narrative
practices. We depend on stories almost as much as
we depend on the air we breathe. Air keeps us alive;
stories give meaning to our lives. They become our
equipment for living. As Myerhoff (2007, p. 18)
observed, “It is almost as if we are born with an
inconclusion and until we fill that gap with story,
we are not entirely sure, not only what our lives
mean, not only what secrets require our attention,
but that we are there at all.”

When we are children, we soak up cautionary
tales that shape and guide us. We are exposed to
fairy tales and tall tales, ballads and legends, myths
and fables, epics and folklore. From 7he Arabian
Nights to Grimm’s Fairy Tales, Aesop’s Fables, Uncle
Remus stories (see Joel Chandler Harris, 1881) and
beyond, the plots and moral precepts of the human
dramas into which we have been born are transmit-
ted to us in stories. Along the storied highway of
life, we meet monsters and heroes, fantastic crea-
tures with extraordinary, magical powers, saints and
evil-doers, beauties and beasts. Over and over again,
we hear, “Once upon a time,” “Happily ever after,”
and “The moral of the story....” Gradually, we accu-
mulate a reserve of stories to which we can appeal
when the occasion calls for it. If we get in trouble,
we may even summon a story to save our skin.

As students and as family members, we read,
write, and listen to stories, learning to compare and
analyze them. The stories to which we are exposed
tell us who we are; where and how we are located
in ethnic, family, and cultural history; where we
have come from, where we may be going, and
with whom. Passed to us by our elders and sig-
nificant others, these stories become our narrative
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inheritance (Goodall, 2005). In the grip of stories,
we absorb the lore of the past and find expression
for codifying our dreams about the future. We
watch the characters in these stories work through
the dramatic plots and troubles of a lifetime. We
learn to feel and identify with some, but not all, of
the characters. The plots of these stories introduce
us to good and evil, love and hate, heaven and hell,
right and wrong, birth and death, war and peace,
suffering and healing, and a wide swath between the
extremes. Throughout our lives, we are coached to
keep some stories private and to guard these secret
stories as if our lives depended on protecting and
keeping them safely out of sight or earshot.

In the meantime, we find we must move on,
living out and through our storied existence.
Sometimes, we find ourselves in stories we would
rather not be living. Often, we re-story our lives,
revising the meaning of the tales in which we have
been immersed, constructing new storylines to help
us exert control over life’s possibilities, ambiguities,
and limitations. In some of our stories, we claim
ourselves as heroes; in others, we are dreamers; in
still others, we are traumatized victims or survi-
vors. Other people in our lives are characters in our
stories, and we are characters in theirs (Bochner,
2002; Parry, 1991). A storied life is a negotiated
life collaboratively enacted and performed in dia-
logue with the other characters with whom we are
connected. Thus, the stories we live out are a rela-
tional, co-authored production. As Arthur Frank
(1997, p. 43) says, “Stories are the ongoing work
of turning mere existence into a life that is social,
and moral, and affirms the existence of the teller as
a human being.” It turns out that the stories we tell
are not only about our lives; they are part of our lives
(Rosenwald & Ochberg, 1992).

The philosopher Heidegger (1889-1976) con-
strued humans as “beings whose lives are at issue or in
question” (Richardson, Fowers, & Guignon, 1999,
p. 220). Similarly, Ricoeur (1985, p. 263) wrote
that “On a cosmic scale, our life is insignificant, yet
this brief period when we appear in the world is the
time in which all meaningful questions arise.” In
other words, we are self- and other-interpreting ani-
mals for whom being is constituted in and by ques-
tions about what is important, good, or meaningful.
To be a person, I am compelled to ask what kind
of life is worth living and to measure the meaning-
fulness of my life against some version of the good
acceptable to me, which requires a narrative under-
standing—“a sense of what I have become which
can only be given in a story” (Taylor, 1989, p. 48).



Thus, the human condition is largely a narra-
tive condition. Storytelling is the means by which
we represent our experiences to ourselves and to
others; it is how we communicate and make sense
of our lives; it is how we fill our lives with mean-
ing. To study persons is to study beings existing in
narrative and socially constituted by stories. From
bedtime stories to life reviews—across the span of
our lives—we listen to stories and tell stories of our
own. Myerhoff (2007, p. 18) called this passionate
craving for story a “narrative urge,” while Fisher
marked it as an Archimedean point signified by the
phrase Homo narrans (Fisher, 1984, 1987).

The Rise of Narrative Inquiry in

the Social Sciences
It seems as if a lot of people have been waking up
after a long and strange slumber, asking: Why don’t
we study people? Mark Freeman (1998, p. 27)

It took a long time for the social sciences to
come to narrative (Bochner, 2014). Not until 1982,
when Donald Spence published Narrative Truth and
Historical Truth, a book that challenged one of the
foundational premises of psychoanalysis, did psy-
chology begin to show a concerted effort to under-
stand how individuals are shaped and changed by
the stories in which they live and act (Josselson
and Lieblich, 1997). Spence (1982) argued that
psychoanalysis was not akin to an archaeological
excavation of a person’s historical past, as Freud
(1914) had argued, but rather involved a collabora-
tive construction of a coherent and credible story
shaped out of bits and pieces of disclosed memories,
imagination, and associations. It wasn’t the events
themselves, but the meanings attributed to events,
that shaped a person, and these meanings could
be reframed and reshaped into a story that gave
new hope and promise to a despondent individual
plagued by doubt, despair, and/or dejection.

Four years later, Theodore Sarbin (1986) pub-
lished Narrative Psychology, an edited collection of
essays and research monographs that focused on
“the storied nature of human conduct.” Reacting
to “the epistemological crisis in social psychology,”
Sarbin (1986, p. vii) offered narrative psychology as
“a viable alternative to the positivist paradigm” of
psychological research, one which could pull psy-
chology out of its state of disillusionment by replac-
ing the mechanistic and reductionist postulates of
positivism with a humanistic paradigm highlight-
ing story making, storytelling and story compre-
hension (Sarbin, 1986). Sarbin’s conviction that

narrative could serve as a root metaphor for a revi-
talized social psychology grew out of conversations
in 1979 with three of the most profoundly influ-
ential narrative theorists—historians Louis Mink
(1970) and Hayden White (1975, 1980) and the
narrative theologian Stephen Crites (1971)—while
he was a visitor at the Center for the Humanities
at Wesleyan University. Although Mink and White
were deeply skeptical of narrative’s capacity to rep-
resent real events— stories are not lived but told”
(Mink, 1970, p. 557)— both affirmed narrative’s
constitutive role in history’s search for and claim to
knowledge, as well its formidable power to provide
a framework that can make the past intelligible. In
Crites’ (1971) manifesto on narrative, he resisted
the temptation to view narrative as merely one way
to organize and make sense of experience, arguing
instead that everything experienced is experienced
narratively—human life is storied life all the way
down and back. Acknowledging the significance of
time and memory, Crites (1971) argued that human
consciousness takes an inherently narrative form.
Prior to the publication of the books authored
by Spence (1982) and Sarbin (1986), the term “nar-
rative” had no recognizable status in psychology
either as a methodological orientation or as a topic
of research in the study of personal, interpersonal,
or therapeutic relationships. By 1992, however,
Krieswirth (1992) felt it necessary to account for
what he called “the narrative turn” in the human sci-
ences. Not only was psychology turning toward nar-
rative but so were economics (McCloskey, 1990),
law (Farber & Sherry, 1993), education (Connelly
& Clandinen, 1990), history (Mink, Fay, Golob, &
Vann, 1987; White, 1987), psychoanalysis (Coles,
1989; Schafer, 1980; Spence, 1982), psychotherapy
(White & Epston, 1990), sociology (Richardson,
1990), and ethnography (Turner & Bruner, 1986).
Between 1986 and 1994, Bruner published his
essay on “life as narrative” (Bruner, 1987) and his
books on “possible worlds” (1986) and “acts of mean-
ing” (Bruner, 1990); Polkinghorne (1988) urged
a fuller appreciation of the realm of meaning, and
hence narrative, as a core concern for all the human
sciences; McAdams (1985) defined identity as a
psychosocial problem of arriving at a coherent life
story; Rosenwald and Ochberg (1992) introduced a
critical-cultural perspective for investigating the sto-
ries people tell about their lives; Mair (1989) made
the case for a narratively grounded “poetics of experi-
ence”; Parry (1991), Schafer (1992), and White and
Epston (1990) proposed a framework for narratively
based therapies; Shotter and Gergen (1989) edited
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a collection of essays that examined the narrative
textuality of the self; Richardson (1990) argued for
a sociology that narrated lives instead of abstract-
ing forces; Ellis and Bochner (1992) developed the
methodology of co-constructed personal narratives
and promoted the idea of performed autobiographi-
cal research stories that would give audiences the
kind of experiential, emotional immediacy lacking in
traditional forms of research; Tedlock (1991) and E.
Bruner (1986) described the emergence of narrative
ethnography; Langellier (1989) gave credibility to
the study of personal narratives as a means of validat-
ing the voices of marginal and silenced individuals
and groups; Connelly and Clandinin (1990) under-
scored the ways in which educational research can be
viewed as stories on several levels; Coles (1989) called
for more stories and less theory in order to open up
the moral imagination of teachers, researchers, and
psychiatrists; Josselson and Lieblich (1993) initiated
an annual publication focused on the study of life
narrative in psychology that would call attention to
people telling their own stories about what had been
significant in their lives; and Freeman (1993) drew
attention to the neglect of and importance for the
autobiographical subject and memoir in psychology.
Krieswirth (1992, p. 629) pointed out what had by
then become obvious: “As anyone aware of the cur-
rent intellectual scene has probably noticed, there has
recently been a virtual explosion of interest in narra-
tive and in theorizing about narrative.”

As the end of the twentieth century approached,
the narrative turn accelerated and intensified. In par-
ticular, personal narratives (Clandinin & Connelly,
1994; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Langellier, 1999),
life histories (Freeman, 1993; Tierney, 2000), life
stories (McAdams, 1993), testimonios (Beverley,
2000), poeticized bodies (Pelias, 1999), and mem-
oirs (Couser, 1997; Freeman, 1993; Miller, 2000)
became widely viewed as significant materials and
methods for conducting inquiry, as well as major
topics of research across the human sciences (see e.g.,
Church, 1995; Denzin 1997; Ellis & Bochner, 1996;
Gubrium & Holstein, 1997; Plummer, 2001). By
the turn of the century, Denzin and Lincoln (2000,
p- 3) could conclude, “Now, at the beginning of the
21st century, the narrative turn has been taken.”

Why Narrative?

In the 1990s, narrative inquiry became a rallying
point for those of us who believed that the human
sciences needed to become more human. To some
extent, the burst of enthusiasm for personal nar-
rative and the study of lives (Josselson & Lieblich,
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1993) was a response to the questionable ethics and
doubtful appropriateness of standard methodologi-
cal practices in the social sciences (Apter, 1996). In
the human sciences, we are supposed to be studying
people, observing their lived experiences, and try-
ing to understand their lives, and narratives come
closer to representing the contexts and integrity
of those lives than do questionnaires and graphs
(Freeman, 1997, 19984). Thus, the narrative turn
is widely viewed as an expression of dissatisfaction
with received views of knowledge, in particular a
rejection of positivist and postpositivist social sci-
ence. But the enthusiasm for narrative inquiry was
sparked as much by existential, ontological, and
moral concerns as by a methodological change of
heart. Narrative is as much about the possible as it
is about the actual. Many of those drawn to nar-
rative inquiry wanted to imagine, discover, or
create new and better ways of living. As Freeman
(19984, p. 46) said, “We need to understand lives
and indeed to /ive lives differently if we are to avoid
further fragmentation, isolation, and disconnection
from each other.”

Now, nearly a full generation later, we can say
confidently that the turn toward narrative in the
social sciences is not a passing fancy. Nor is it a
movement confined to a small group of disgruntled,
renegade, eccentric, self-indulgent, and/or alien-
ated individuals, as Atkinson (1997) argued (see
e.g., Bochner, 2001; Sparkes, 2001, for responses
to Atkinson’s arguments). On the contrary, the
inspiration for the narrative turn penetrates deep
into the conscience of those who embrace it. To
comprehend the sources of this inspiration, one
must understand the demographic, intellectual,
social, and cultural conditions under which the
most recent generations of researchers and graduate
students in the social sciences have been educated.
They have been exposed to a far different concep-
tion of how and for what purposes knowledge is
produced than academics entering the social sci-
ences prior to the 1990s.

Turning away from the Correspondence
Theory of Knowledge

A turn toward something can be seen as a turn
away from something else. To understand the
context in which researchers in the human sci-
ences began to turn toward narrative, it is helpful
to consider how the postmodernism and post-
structuralism of the time was challenging some
of the most venerable notions about scientific
knowledge and truth.



Early in the 1960s, Kuhn (1962) used the his-
tory of science to show that the building-block
model of science lacked foundations. According
to Kuhn (1962), scientific revolutions were more
akin to conversions—from one paradigm to
another—than to discoveries. Taking up where
Kuhn left off, Rorty (1979, 1982), Toulmin
(1969), Feyerabend (1975), and Sellars (1963)
illustrated how the “facts” scientists see are inex-
tricably connected to the vocabulary they use to
represent them. At about the same time, Lyotard
(1984) debunked the belief in a unified totality of
knowledge, questioning whether master narratives
(or general theories) were either possible or desir-
able; Barthes (1977), Derrida (1978, 1981), and
Foucault (1970) effectively obliterated the mod-
ernist conception of the author, altering how we
understand the connections among authors, texts,
and readers/audiences; Bakhtin (1981) broad-
ened the interpretive space available to the reader
of a social science text by encouraging multiple
perspectives, unsettled meanings, plural voices,
and local knowledge that transgresses claims to
a unitary body of theory; feminist critical theo-
rists such as Harding (1991), Clough (1994),
Harstock (1983), and Smith (1990, 1992) pro-
moted the unique and marginalized standpoints
and particularities of women; and multicultural
textualists such as Trinh (1989, 1992), Anzaldta
(1987), and Behar (1993, 1996) exposed how the
complexities of race, class, sexuality, disability,
and ethnicity are woven into the fabric of con-
crete, personal lived experiences.

By the mid-1980s, the social sciences were
experiencing “a crisis of representation” casting a
shadow of doubt on the validity and efficacy of the
theory of language on which orthodox approaches
to scientific knowledge were based (Clifford, 1988;
Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Geertz, 1988; Marcus &
Fisher, 1986; Turner & Bruner, 1986). This “cor-
respondence theory of knowledge” hinged on the
assumption that language can achieve the denota-
tive and referential function of describing objects
in a world ouz there, apart from and independent
of language users (Bochner & Waugh, 1995; Rorty,
1967, 1982, 1989). To hold to this assumption was
to grant that the words used in scientific descrip-
tions do not specify 2 world, but rather represent #he
world, and that words can denote what is out there
in the world apart from, or prior to, the interpreta-
tions (or descriptions) of researchers who use them.

Beginning with Kuhn (1962), however, the
history and philosophy of science showed that we

should understand language not as simply a tool
for mirroring what is describable about reality, but
rather as an ongoing and constitutive quality of real-
ity (Bochner & Waugh, 1995). What it is possible
to say about the world involves the indistinguish-
able provocations of the world and the interventions
of language by which we make claims about that
world. In short, the world we social scientists seek to
describe does not exist in the form of the sentences
we write when we theorize about it (Rorty, 1989).

Thus, the cultural context of social science
research that launched the turn toward narra-
tive was one in which some of the most venerable
notions about scientific truth and knowledge were
being contested (Denzin, 1997; Lyotard, 1984).
The traditional ideas of an objectively accessible
reality and a scientific method turned out to be,
in Richard Rorty’s (1982, p. 195) words, “nei-
ther clear nor useful.” What was needed, argued
Rorty (1982, p. 195), was an approach to social
science “which emphasizes the udility of narra-
tives and vocabularies rather than the objectivity
of laws and theories.” Sensing that this was one
of those rare “experimental moments” (Marcus &
Fisher, 1999) akin to a Kuhnian paradigm clash
(Kuhn, 1970), advocates of a meaning-centered,
interpretive, and qualitative social science rapidly
began to introduce new models and methodolo-
gies applicable to a paradigm of narrative inquiry
(Spector-Mersel, 2010), such as systematic socio-
logical introspection (Ellis, 1991), biographi-
cal method (Denzin, 1991), personal experience
methods (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994), feminist
methods (Reinharz, 1992), consciousness-raising
methods (Hollway, 1989), co-constructed narrative
(Bochner & Ellis, 1992), and interactive interview-
ing (Ellis, Kiesinger, & Tillmann-Healy, 1997), and
to propose new subfields of inquiry sympathetic
to the shift toward more personal, emotional, and
story-based forms of inquiry such as personal soci-
ology (Higgins & Johnson, 1988), autobiographi-
cal sociology (Friedman, 1990), private sociology
(Shostak, 1996), emotional sociology (Ellis, 1991),
indigenous anthropology (Tedlock, 1991), autoan-
thropolgy (Strathern, 1997), anthropology of the
self (Kondo, 1990), anthropology at home (Jackson,
1987), anthropological poetics (Brady, 1991), auto-
ethnography (Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Bochner &
Ellis, 2002), and autoethnographic performance
(Park-Fuller, 1998).

Disputing the capacity of language and speech
to mirror experience (Rorty, 1979), postmodern-
ists revealed that there was no access to the world
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unmediated by language. No methods exist that
can warrant a claim to describe reality as real-
ity would describe herself if she could talk (Rorty,
1982). Because the world can't speak for itself, all
attempts to represent the world involve transform-
ing a speechless reality into a discursive form that
makes sense. To the extent that descriptions of the
social world thus involve translating “knowing” into
“telling,” they may be viewed as narratives (White,
1980). Thus, all social science writing is a narrative
production saturated by gaps between experience
and its expression.

Representing social reality accurately in language
is a problem because the constitutive quality of lan-
guage creates experience and necessarily transforms
any data it describes. If language is not simply a tool
for mirroring reality, but is rather an ongoing and
constitutive part of reality, then our research agenda
needs to take into account how, as social scientists,
we are part of the world we investigate and the ways
we use language to make and change it. Accordingly,
our focus becomes showing how meaning is per-
formed and negotiated by and between speakers
(research participants) and interpreters (researchers)
(Bochner & Waugh, 1995), a distinctively narrative
project (Bruner, 1990).

In a succession of handbook articles dealing
with perspectives on inquiry, Bochner (1984, 1994,
2002) argued that the legitimation of this sort of
meaning-centered, narrative inquiry is contingent
on breaking free of certain disciplinary norms per-
vasive across the human sciences that idealize the
significance of abstractions over details, stability
over change, and graphs over stories. The problem,
he reasoned, is not with science per se, but with a
reverent and idealized view of science that positions
science above the contingencies of language and
outside the circle of historical and cultural inter-
ests (Bochner, 2002; Bochner & Waugh, 1995).
Although academic disciplines that have been
deeply entrenched in the correspondence theory of
knowledge, such as mainstream psychology, sociol-
ogy, and communication studies, have been slow to
respond to the challenges posed by the crisis of rep-
resentation, a new generation of social and human
scientists who understand language as a means of
dealing with the world have responded by open-
ing new vistas of inquiry, experimenting with new
research practices, and turning increasingly toward
narrative, interpretive, autoethnographic, perfor-
mative, and other qualitative approaches to inquiry
that emphasize ways in which research in the human
sciences is a relational, political, performative, and
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moral endeavor that puts human meanings and val-
ues into motion (Bochner, 2002, 2012; Bochner &
Ellis, 2002; Chase, 2011; Denzin, 1997; Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000, 2005, 2011; Ellis, 1995, 2004; Ellis
& Bochner, 1996, 2000; Geertz, 1995; Gergen &
Gergen, 2000, 2012).

Changing Demographics: Evolution of a
New Academic Culture of Inquiry

Students entering graduate schools in the 1990s
thus began their lives as researchers and scholars
under a cloud of epistemological doubt. During
this period, a dramatic shift took place in the
demographic composition of the graduate student
population. There was a rapid increase in the enroll-
ment of women, middle- and lower-class people,
blacks and Hispanics, and students from Third- and
Fourth-World countries (Geertz, 1995). Gradually,
these demographic changes led to a globalization of
the curriculum and courses that stressed a greater
appreciation for divergent rationalities grounded in
cultural, racial, ethnic, gender, and class diversity
(Shweder, 1991). Prepared by their lived histories to
understand how a vocabulary of neutrality, objectiv-
ity, and scientific detachment could easily function
as a tool of oppression and domination, these new-
comers hungered for a research agenda that reso-
nated with their lives and lived experiences. In the
aftermath of postmodernism, they were reluctant to
view the task of producing knowledge and repre-
senting reality as unproblematic. They understood
research as a social process, as much a product of
interaction as of observation, and one inextricably
bound to the embodied experiences and participa-
tion of the investigating self. Already inspired to
question conventionality, power, and a monolithic
view of research practices, and now reinforced by
sustained critiques of orthodox writing practices,
institutionalized knowledge production, and the
crisis of representation, they were eager to locate
engaging, creative, and useful alternatives to the
existing models of research. Inevitably, they were
drawn toward a radical democratization of the
research process—an intention to minimize the
power differential between researchers and partici-
pants (subjects)—one that placed a greater empha-
sis on activism, social justice, and applied research
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2001, 2004; Tedlock, 1991).
Ultimately, a new research vocabulary evolved that
emphasized terms such as autoethnography (Ellis
& Bochner, 2000; Holman Jones, 2005; Holman
Jones, Adams, & Ellis, 2013; Spry, 2011); perfor-
mance ethnography (Alexander, 2005; Denzin,



2003); investigative poetry (Hartnett & Engles,
2005); co-constructed narrative and collaborative
autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 1992, 1995;
Ellis & Bochner, 1992; Ellis & Rawicki, 2013),
appreciative and action research (Greenwood &
Levin, 2005), feminist praxis (Dillard & Okpalaoka,
2011), transformative research for social justice
(Mertens, Sullivan, & Stace, 2011), performance,
and lived experience—each rooted in some extent
to a turn toward narrative.

In retrospect, then, the turn toward narrative
inquiry and qualitative research in the human
sciences appears to have been a consequence of
intellectual, social, and cultural changes—most
notably the crisis in representation; greater access
to previously marginalized minority populations
who, in turn, championed the need to give voice
to silenced narratives and marginalized groups and
communities; and a growing commitment to use
research to make a difference personally, emotion-
ally, politically, and culturally. Initially reactive, the
turn toward narrative became proactive. Social sci-
entists drawn to narrative inquiry now are pursu-
ing constructive responses to the agitating critiques
of realism, modernism, and the correspondence
theory of language. On the whole, they view these
critiques not as an end but as a beginning, not as a
reason for despair but as a cause for hope, not as a
curtain closing on the excesses and illusions of the
past, but as a door opening to a future that is ripe
with possibilities and promise. As Gergen (1999)
advised, we should be careful not to undermine the
critical impulse, but, at the same time, we should
be inspired by what we have learned from these cri-
tiques to emphasize the creation of alternatives. If
language is the medium of expression we use to cre-
ate our reality, then we need to investigate what we
can do with language to create the kind of realities
in which we want to live.

In light of the cultural, philosophical, and epis-
temic context in which the turn toward narrative
inquiry originated—the desire for a more human-
and justice-focused social science and the rejection
of the correspondence theory of truth—researchers
championing an interpretive and narrative orienta-
tion for the human sciences substantially altered
how they understood and construed the research
process, particularly their relational, ethical, and
procedural obligations to the people they studied.
Although not all narrative inquiry in the human sci-
ences embodies this understanding of the research
process, many of those who took the turn toward
narrative and turned away from realist, positivist,

and modernist social science subscribe to the ideal
of a reflexive, relational, dialogic, and collaborative
process grounded in the following eight precepts of
distinctively interpretive social science:

1. The researcher is part of the research data.

2. A social science text always is composed by
a particular somebody someplace; writing and/or
performing research is part of the inquiry.

3. Research involves the emotionality and
subjectivity of both researchers and participants.

4. The relationship between researchers and
research participants should be democratic.

5. Researchers ought to accept an ethical
obligation to give something important back to the
people they study and write about.

6. What researchers write should be written for
participants as much as about them, researchers
and participants should be accountable to each
other, the researcher’s voice should not dominate
the voices of participants.

7. Research should be about what could be (not
just about what has been).

8. The reader or audience should be conceived
as a co-participant, not as a spectator, and should
be given opportunities to think with (not just
about) the research story (or findings).

Thus, the goals of much of narrative inquiry are
to keep conversation going (about matters crucial
to living well); to activate subjectivity, feeling, and
identification in readers or listeners; to raise con-
sciousness; to promote empathy and social justice;
and to encourage activism—in short, to show what
it can mean to live a good life and create a just
society.

Definitions, Assumptions, and Goals

Due to the immense breadth and volume of
work on narrative across the human sciences, the
focus of this chapter must be selective. Given the
space limitations of a single chapter, we could not
possibly do justice to the wide range of historical,
critical, cultural, philosophical, literary, rhetorical,
cinematic, feminist, psychoanalytic, therapeutic,
developmental, discursive, and linguistic studies of
narrative, or to the huge corpus of significant works
on storytelling within the fields of folklore and oral
traditions. Thus, we have chosen to move away from
the predominantly textual, structural, and semiotic
concerns of those who focus primarily on narrative
production (most notably literary, discursive, and/
or linguistic works classified under the rubric nar-
ratology, where narrative is an end in itself) and
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toward a focus on storytelling as a communicative
activity, where the emphasis is on how humans
use language to endow experience with meanings.
Consequently, we will emphasize the “narrative fab-
ric of the self,” what psychologist Mark Freeman
(19984, p. 461) has called “the poetic dimension of
narrative,” reflecting each person’s struggle to make
language adequate to experience, including the
experience of one’s self.

Many scholars and practitioners of narrative
across the human sciences are deeply immersed in
and intrigued by what is called the “narrative iden-
tity thesis”—the question of how stories shape and
can reshape a person’s identity. Narrative identity
research focuses on the stories people tell about
themselves either in mundane, everyday interac-
tions—small stories—or in retrospective accounts
ranging from episodic stories about epiphanies or
personal troubles to full-blown life histories—big
stories. Researchers seek to understand how people
look back on their lives and how they have coped
in the past with the contingencies, difficulties,
and challenges of lived experience, as well as how
their identities are made communicatively, through
everyday interactions with others. These stories may
be told within the context of a particular relation-
ship, such as first-person accounts of a friendship
or marriage; outside the relationship in the context
of a research interview, conversation or dialogue; or
as part of a researcher’s extended participation in
a community. Although Strawson’s (2004) depic-
tion of the narrative identity thesis as an intellec-
tual fashion and more likely “an affliction...than a
prerequisite for a good life” (p. 50) has stirred con-
siderable attention in recent years, we concur with
Battersby’s (2006) assessment that Strawson’s argu-
ment is riddled with unsupported assertions, poorly
defined and imprecise concepts, and the lack of an
alternative perspective on the relationship between
self and narrative, and with Eakin’s (2008) observa-
tion that “we are embedded in a narrative identity
system whether we like it or not” (p. 16). Thus, in
light of the space available to us in this chapter,
we are not inclined to give attention to this par-
ticular assault on the narrative identity thesis. Still,
Strawson (2004) has contributed some fresh ques-
tions for debate and discussion. Readers interested
in a detailed dialogue with the anti-narrative iden-
tity thesis should consult the collection of essays
edited by Hutto (2007).

In this chapter, we assume that stories are social
performances at least insofar as they involve a teller
and an audience—the husband or wife, the friend,
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the partner, the administrator, the survivor, the
researcher, and the like. Normally, the stories people
tell follow certain conventions of storytelling; that
is, most stories contain similar elements and follow
similar patterns of development. These include:

1. People depicted as characters in the story

2. A scene, place, or context in which the
story occurs

3. An epiphany or crisis of some sort that
provides dramatic tension, around which the
emplotted events depicted in the story revolve and
toward which a resolution and/or explanation is
pointed

4. A temporal ordering of events

5. A point or moral to the story that provides an
explanation and gives meaning and value to the
experiences depicted

Storytellers portray the people in their stories,
including themselves, as characters: protagonists,
antagonists, heroes, victim, or survivors. Usually,
the stories they tell revolve around an epiphany or
dramatic event. The events take place somewhere,
sometime—in a scene that can provide context and
give setting, framing, and texturing to the story. The
point or goal of the story is to come to terms with,
explain, or understand the event(s): Why did this
happen to me? How can I understand what these
experiences mean? What lessons have I learned?
How have I been changed?

The events depicted in a story occur over time.
Most—although by no means all—personal stories
are told in an order that follows linear, chronologi-
cal time, giving the sense of a beginning, middle,
and ending. The endpoint is particularly important
not only because it represents the goal toward which
the events or actions are pointed, and thus gives the
story its capacity for drama and closure, but also
because it is imbued with value—there is a moral to
the story. “Could we ever narrativize without moral-
izing?” asks Hayden White (1980, p. 27), a question
answered by Maclntyre’s (1981, p. 456) insistence
that: “Narrative requires an evaluative framework
in which good and bad character helps to produce
unfortunate or happy outcomes.”

When people tell stories, they interpret and give
meaning to the experiences depicted in their stories.
The act of telling is always a performance, a pro-
cess of interpretation and communication in which
the teller and listener collaborate in sense-making.
After all, meaning does not exist independent of or
prior to the interpretation of experience. In other
words, experience is not the same as story. Indeed,



the burden of the academic storyteller is to find the
story in the experience (Stone, 1988) and to try to
make it the experience of those who listen to the
story. Storytelling attaches meanings to experiences.
In the process of interpreting experiences through
storytelling, people activate subjectivity, emotional-
ity, and available frames of narrative intelligibility.
Once told, the storied experiences become constitu-
tive of the storyteller’s life. 7he story not only depicts
life, it also shapes it reflexively. Stories are in a contin-
ual process of production, open to editing, revision,
and transformation (Ellis, 2009). As Rosenwald
(1992, p. 275) observed, “Not only does the past
live in the present, but it also appears different at
every new turn we take.”

Narratives lived, told, and anticipated occur in
a cultural context and are influenced by canoni-
cal stories circulating in everyday life. Often, the
frames of intelligibility that function as narrative
resources are canonical and cultural stories. But
people are not condemned to live out the stories
passed on through cultural productions such as
cinema, television, music, and other forms of pop-
ular communication or through traditions passed
on and/or promoted by cultural institutions such
as families, schools, synagogues, or churches. If
our stories never thwarted or contested received
and canonical ones, we would have no expectation
of change, no account of conflict, no demand to
account for our actions, and no sense of agency.
Evidently, humans have a dazzling capacity to
reform or reframe the meanings of their actions
through stories. As Rosenwald (1992) points out,
there is always an uncomfortable tension between
restless desire and stabilizing conventions.

In narrative inquiry, researchers must stay wary
of the temptation to treat the stories people tell as
“maps,” “mirrors,” or “reflections” of the experiences
they depict. Instead, stories should be recognized as
fluid, co-constructed, meaning-centered reproduc-
tions and performances of experience achieved in
the context of relationships and subject to negotia-
ble frames of intelligibility and the desire for conti-
nuity and coherence over time. Usually, storytellers
have options and alternatives (Carr, 1986). Over
the course of our lives, we reframe, revise, remake,
retell, and relive our stories (Ellis, 2009).

Often, narrative inquiry functions as a mode of
research that invites readers to think with stories
(Frank, 1995). Readers are invited to enter into dia-
logue with narratives that depict the difficult choices
about how to act that we all face over the course
of our lives and to contemplate the possibilities

and limitations we encounter when we attempt to
become authors of our own stories.

Stretching What We Mean by Stories

The question, “what is a story?” has been talked
about endlessly (Myerhoff, 2007). Most narrativ-
ists insist on beginnings, middles, and endings,
but LeGuin (1989) extends the definition of a
story by pointing to a runic inscription, translated
as “Tolfink was here,” carved into a stone located
in a twelfth-century church in Wales. In the spirit
of Primo Levi (1989) and Virginia Woolf (1976),
LeGuin (1989) highlights Tolfink’s refusal to dis-
solve into his surroundings. Tolfink “was a reliable
narrator,” LeGuin claims (p. 29), because his carv-
ing bears witness to existence—that someone was
there—as well as to the brevity of life (Myerhoff,
2007). Thus, one useful way of understanding the
motivating urge and desired consequences of acts
of storytelling is as a primordial, existential form of
bearing witness to human being and human suffer-
ing—an effort to claim or reclaim one’s humanity.

Of course, not all stories deal with the existential
epics, twists of fate, dilemmas, or dramas of finite
human experience or with the painful contradictions
of a symbolic identity joined to an imperfect and
limited body (Becker, 1973). Crites (1971, p. 296)
emphasized how humans live “from the sublime to
the ridiculous,” noting that our life experiences range
from the sacred to the mundane “and the mundane
stories are also among the most important means by
which people articulate and clarify their sense of the
wortld” (Crites, 1971, p. 296).

A somewhat different conception of the ridicu-
lous, one that nevertheless attempts to turn greater
attention to the realm of the mundane, has been
advanced by Bamberg (2007), who laments the dis-
proportionate emphasis placed on “big” as opposed
to “small” stories. Bemoaning the neglect of everyday,
interpersonal interactions—the rea/ stories of our
lives (Bamberg, 2004)—through which identity is
negotiated, Bamberg (2004, 2006), Georgakopoulou
and Goustos (2004) and Georgakopoulou (2006,
20064, 2007) have exhorted researchers to concen-
trate on small stories. Although small stories are “not
particularly interesting or tellable” and “not even
necessarily recognized as stories” (Bamberg, 2006,
p. 63), researchers focusing on small stories want
to rectify what they interpret as the privileged and
quasi-ontological status of big stories in narrative
inquiry. The term “small stories” refers to “the small-
ness of talk, where fleeting moments of narrative ori-
entation to the world (Hymes, 1996) can be easily
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missed out by an analytical lens which only looks
out for fully-fledged stories” (Georgakopoulou,
2007, p. 146). Narrative gets “taken down to size”
(Freeman, 2007, p. 150) in research on small stories
as investigators attempt to show how identity is con-
structed interpersonally, closer to the action of every-
day life, and how images of the self are “thoroughly
moored in social life” (p. 156).

In our opinion, the tensions between advocates of
big and small stories are unfortunate and potentially
obstructive. As Freeman (2006, p. 132) observed,
“There is plenty of meaning to go around,” and it
is not a question of which type of story is truer to
life. Big and small stories simply represent “different
regions of life,” and neither can provide privileged
access to truth (Freeman, 2006, p. 137).

Human beings are relational beings (Gergen,
2009) whose identities rest on relationships with
others. We are bound up with others, and our
understanding of ourselves rests on our connec-
tions to others, whether casual or intimate. Thus,
the question of how identity is made in interper-
sonal interaction deserves serious and concentrated
attention. Small-story advocates, however, should
not need to take an oppositional stance toward
big-story inquiry in order to justify or defend their
concern for how identity work is accomplished. The
mundane and the sacred stand side by side; they
do not compete with each other. They can best be
conceived, in our opinion, as preferences for taking
certain points of view toward our subject matter—
narrative. In Rorty’s (1982) words, these different
views are “not issue(s) to be resolved, only... differ-
ences to be lived with” (p. 197).

Still, we think it may be necessary for small-story
researchers to address the grounds on which one can
conclude that identity is a narrative achievement,
as well as what kind of identity work we are talk-
ing about (Eakin, 2008; Neisser, 1988). Scholars of
small stories want us to stretch the meaning of story
to accommodate their conception of storying as an
interactional activity through which identities are
created and negotiated. But by extending the idea
of a story in this fashion, these researchers beg the
question of whether a process referred to as “story-
ing” ought to produce something akin to a story
replete with many of the elements we ordinarily
associate with narrative—plot, character, scene, an
ethical standpoint subject to evaluation, or the kind
of bearing witness to which LeGuin (1989) referred
to in her discussion of TolfinK’s carving. No doubt,
interactants in these small story studies are organiz-
ing and negotiating the meanings of experience and

204 PRACTICING NARRATIVE INQUIRY

co-constructing reality, but should the process of
communication by which their identities are made
and/or changed be called storying? Is there a point
at which an utterance or set of utterances can be
too small or devoid of the elements of narrative
reasonably to be called a story? Are the interactants
themselves assuming a position akin to what Arthur
Frank (2010) called “the standpoint of the story-
teller?” Bamberg (20064) has referred to some of his
own interactional examples of identity in the pro-
cess of being made as “story-like,” which evokes a
question about how much like a story an utterance
or a set of utterances needs to be for us to consider
it or them a story.

Genres of Narrative Inquiry

One way of sorting the different agendas of
narrative inquiry is to make distinctions between
different types of narrative research. For exam-
ple, Polkinghorne (1995) differentiated two dis-
tinct types of narrative inquiry that correspond to
Bruner’s (1986) distinction between paradigmatic
and narrative reasoning. In Polkinghorne’s (1995)
schema, analysis of narratives refers to storytelling
projects that are grounded on pragmatic reason-
ing. These projects treat stories as “data” and use
“analysis” to arrive at themes that hold across stories
or on delineating types of stories and/or storylines.
Grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Glasser
& Strauss, 1967), in which researchers work induc-
tively from the ground of the stories upward and
present the analysis in the form of a traditional
social science report, is one method commonly
used to analyze narratives. Later in this chapter, we
will provide a more detailed discussion of various
approaches to the analysis of narrative, including
modes of conversation and discourse analysis akin
to the small-story orientation of Bamberg (20064,
2007) and Georgakopoulou (2006, 20064, 2007).

In Polkinghorne’s (1995) second type of narra-
tive inquiry, which he calls narrative analysis, the
research product is a story—a case, a biography,
a life history, an autobiography, an autoethnogra-
phy—that is composed by the researcher to repre-
sent the events, characters, and issues that he or she
has studied. Polkinghorne (1995) clarifies the dif-
ferences between the products of an analysis of nar-
rative and a narrative analysis. Whereas an analysis
of narrative(s) ends in abstractions, such as a set of
themes, narrative analysis takes the form of a story.
Unfortunately, this distinction can be confusing.
For example, Riessman (1993) has written a meth-
odological primer titled Narrative Analysis, but,



within Polkinghorne’s (1995) typology, the kinds of
narrative inquiry on which she focuses would fall
under analysis of narrative not narrative analysis.

Beginning in graduate school, most social sci-
entists are taught that research projects aren't com-
pleted until the dots have been connected. Thus, it
should come as no surprise that a great deal of nar-
rative inquiry focuses on identifying themes and/or
storylines. But the themes of a story don’t necessar-
ily tell us what the story does, how it works, what
relationships it shapes or animates, or how it pulls
people together or breaks them apart. Moreover,
narratives are typically analyzed from the perspec-
tive of the analyst, who often holds preconceived
notions or hypotheses based on previous research
literature about what he or she is likely to find (or
discover) in the stories being studied. Stated simply,
the standpoint of the analyst will be different from
the standpoint of the storyteller, and these differing
standpoints affect how the listener/researcher will
hear, understand, and interpret the story.

Narrative inquiry is confronted by the troubling
fact that what a story means to an analyst may be
quite different from what a story means to the story-
teller. Often, the storyteller wants a listener/analyst/
researcher to “get into” his or her story, whereas a
story analyst, especially a researcher, may be cen-
trally interested in what he or she can “get out” or
“take away” from a story (Greenspan, 1998). We
see a world of difference between treating stories as
“data” for analysis—thus privileging the standpoint
of the analyst—and encountering stories experi-
entially—thus privileging the standpoint of the
storyteller. In the former case, how a story makes
sense is strictly a scientific/analytic question; in the
latter case, it’s an ethical and relational one. In the
former instance, the researcher wants to go beyond
the story, to think about it and use it for the sake
of advancing sociology, psychology, or communica-
tion theory; in the latter instance, storytelling is a
means of being with others, of thinking with their
stories in order to understand and care for them.

Paul Atkinson (2006, 2010) represents the
hyperorthodox camp of narrative inquiry, which
sees no alternative but to subject stories to rigor-
ous and methodical analysis. Indeed, he condemns
any form of narrative inquiry that enters into a
story “appreciatively” and from the standpoint of
the storyteller. But as Arthur Frank (2010, p. 5),
a self-proclaimed “narrative exceptionalist,” points
out, reluctance to take the standpoint of the story-
teller risks failing to “recognize why the story mat-
ters deeply to the person telling it” (Frank, 2010,

p. 6). Frank’s observation coincides with Denzin’s
(1997) insistence that the living dialogue inspired
by appreciative narrative inquiry needs to be set off
from traditional empiricist approaches to the analy-
sis of narratives. Following Trinh (1989, p. 141),
Denzin (1997) opposes the inclination to turn a
story told into a story analyzed because, in effect,
the meaning of the story is sacrificed at the altar
of methodological rigor. Then we lose what makes
a story a story: “They (the analysts) only hear and
read the story from within a set of predetermined
structural categories. They do not hear the story as
it was told” (Denzin, 1997, p. 249).

Ordinarily, we understand or identify with char-
acters in a story through a plot that ties together
what happens and invites readers or listeners to
evaluate the meanings of the actors’ actions and
decisions. Here is the place where we enter an ethi-
cal dimension in which narratives invite evaluations
of “goodness” and “character,” evoking reflections,
evaluations, and reactions and calling up concerns
about such things as “faithfulness,” “thoughtful-
ness,” and “responsiveness.” Often, we find our-
selves evaluating or coming to terms with the degree
to which characters have participated with and for
others (Ricoeur, 1992).

Dwelling in the moral space of narrative intro-
duces an ethical standard that could be applied—
we think should be applied—to the ways in which
researchers relate and respond to the stories and
storytellers they behold as well. To enact this ethi-
cal stance would alter what it means to be rigorous
or to conduct methodical analysis. Frank (2010)
insists that analysts need to be answerable to the
storytellers whose stories they elicit and/or witness.
Yet, the kind of analysis favored by hyperorthodox
empiricists often takes the form of reductionism
and thus “reduces stories to inert material devoid
of spirit” (Frank, 2010, p. 6) and indifferent to the
storyteller’s inspirations and interpretations.

Ironically, the so-called methodical research
practices denounced by Frank (2010) are some of
the same ones condemned during the crisis of rep-
resentation that initially inspired the narrative turn.
By treating narratives as unexceptional and narra-
tive inquiry as no different from any other kind of
social science inquiry, hyperorthodox narrativists
implicitly dispute the very moral, ethical, political,
and ideological grounds on which the narrative turn
rests. Narrative exceptionalists, on the other hand,
embrace drastically different views of objectivity
and rigor, as well as what it means to be methodical.
They see their work as itself a form of storytelling
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and they seek to talk 1o, talk with, and inquire as
empathic witnesses on bebalf of their research partici-
pants. They choose not to color over what they hear
with concepts organized into systems of thought of
interest to social scientists but of little relevance to
participants themselves. By taking the standpoint
of the storyteller, they promote a social science of
caring and community, an engaged and passionate
social science that requires researchers to develop
caring relationships with the people they study
instead of standing apart from them in the name of
objectivity, rigor, and science (Bochner, 2010). The
narrative exceptionalists eschew the technologies of
disengaged reason and seek instead a social science
of narrative inquiry in which researchers open their
hearts as well as their minds and listen attentively
to stories that feel raw, cut deep, and resist distance
and abstraction (Bochner, 2010).

The distinction we have drawn between narra-
tive exceptionalists and hyperorthodox narrative
analysts may simply reflect the differences between
those who situate research on storied lives within a
poetic, embodied, ethical, existential, and ontologi-
cally driven ideal of narrative inquiry and those who
still cling to the ideals of scientific knowledge as
something to be possessed, ordered, and organized
into determinate systems of mastery and control.

In the next two sections of this chapter, we divide
narrative inquiry into work that takes the stance of
the storyteller and work that takes the stance of the
story analyst. We begin by sketching the develop-
ment of several strands of narrative inquiry that fall
within the rubric of what we consider the stand-
point of the storyteller.

Personal Narratives: Putting
Meanings into Motion

After Arthur Frank (2000, 2010), we use the
term “standpoint of the storyteller” to refer to
personal narratives in which “the language of sci-
ence merges with the aesthetics of art”(Benson,
1993, p. xi). Although many types of life writ-
ing fall within this broad category—illness narra-
tives, autobiographies, memoirs, and so on—we
are concerned principally with works published by
academics, especially first-person accounts, autoeth-
nographies, self-narratives, performative narratives,
and narrative ethnographies. These research stories
are a genre of “artful science” (Brady, 1991) inso-
far as they apply the imaginative power of literary,
dramatic, and poetic forms to create the effect of
reality, a convincing likeness to life as it is sensed,
felt, and lived. As a form of expressive and dialogic
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inquiry, these stories break away from the tradi-
tional forms of mainstream, representational social
science. The focus is less about “knowing” and
more about living; less about controlling and more
about caring; less about reaching immutable truths
and more about opening dialogues among differ-
ent points of view; less about resolving differences
and more about learning how to live with them; less
about covering life experience with disembodied
concepts and more about finding ways to personify
the “untamed wilderness” of lived experience (see
Jackson, 1995).

Instead of going beyond, searching beneath,
or edging behind—as Jackson (1995, p. 163) says,
“putting reality on the rack until it reveals objec-
tive truth’—social scientists drawn to this kind of
artful, poetic social science want their work to pro-
duce “experiences of the experience” (Bochner &
Ellis, 1992; Ellis & Bochner, 1992). They want their
readers to enter the experience of others, usually as
empathic witnesses. By putting themselves in the
place of others, readers or listeners are positioned to
reflect critically on their own experience, to expand
their social capabilities, and to deepen their commit-
ment to social justice and caring relationships with
others. The goal of this kind of evocative storytell-
ing, which Richardson (2000) referred to as “creative
analytic practices,” is to put meanings into motion,
showing how people cope with exceptional, difficult,
and transforming crises in their lives, how they invent
new ways of speaking when old ways fail them, how
they make the absurd sensible and the disastrous
manageable, and how they turn calamities into gifts.

The corpus of narrative inquiry to which we are
referring offers a distinctive alternative to traditional
canons of research practices in the social sciences.
These stories seek to activate subjectivity and com-
pel emotional responses from readers; they long to be
used rather than analyzed, to be told and retold rather
than theorized and settled, to offer lessons for further
conversation rather than truths without any rivals,
and they promise the companionship of intimate
detail as a substitute for the loneliness of abstracted
facts. Evocative research stories not only breach ordi-
nary and canonical inscriptions about living, but also
challenge traditional norms of writing and research,
encouraging social scientists to reconsider the goals
of research and the conventions of academic writing,
as well as to question the venerable divisions between
Snow’s conception (1959) of two cultures of inquiry
that segregate literature from social science.

The narrative turn marked a shift toward a
more personal social science, one that already was



proliferating in the mainstream press, new journalism,
creative nonfiction, literary memoir, autobiography,
and autopathography (Buford, 1996; Harrington,
1997; Hawkins, 1993; Parini, 1998; Stone, 1997).
Most of the genres of life writing (see, e.g., Tierney,
2000) were shifting toward more intimate, personal,
and self-conscious writing. At about the same time,
social science researchers began to embrace less anon-
ymous, more personal styles of writing that paralleled
the focus on personal writing genres in literature,
nonfiction, and journalism. Among the abundant
examples of this movement within the social sciences
were special issues of journals such as the journal of
Contemporary Ethnography (Ellis & Bochner, 19964),
Qualitative Sociology (Glassner, 1997; Hertz, 1997;
Zussman, 1996), and Communication Theory (Geist,
1999); the book series Ethnographic Alternatives
edited by Ellis and Bochner (Angrosino, 1998; Banks
& Banks, 1998; Bochner & Ellis, 2001; Brady,
2002; Drew, 2001; Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Goodall,
2000; Gray & Sinding, 2003; Holman Jones, 1998,
2007; Lagerway, 1998; Lockford, 2004; Markham,
1998; Pelias, 2004; Richardson & Lockridge, 2004;
Tillmann-Healy, 2001; Trujillo, 2004); and a subse-
quent one edited by Bochner and Ellis (Adams, 2011;
Charles, 2007; Ellis, 2009; Frentz, 2008; Goodall,
2008; Nettles, 2008; Pelias, 2011; Poulos, 2008;
Richardson, 2007; Rushing, 2005; Tamas, 2011);
the edited collections by anthropologists (Benson,
1993; Brady, 1991; Okely & Callaway, 1992); soci-
ologists (Ellis & Flaherty, 1992; Hertz, 1997; Zola,
1982), communication researchers (Banks & Banks,
1998; Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Perry & Geist, 1997),
psychologists (Lieblich & Josselson, 1997), and edu-
cators (Hertz, 1997; Tierney & Lincoln, 1997); and
the numerous articles, forums, and monographs (e.g.,
McLaughlin & Tierney, 1993) featured in academic
journals and annuals such as American Anthropologist,
Anthropology and Humanism Quarterly, Auto/Biography,
Feminist Studies, Journal of Loss and Trauma, Life
Writing, Narrative, Narrative Inquiry, The Narrative
Study of Lives, Narrative Inquiry, Qualitative Inquiry,
Qualitative Communication Research, Sociology of Sport
Journal, Sociological Quarterly, Studies in Symbolic
Interaction, Symbolic Interaction, Text and Performance
Quarterly, and Women’s International Quarterly.

We can identify five distinguishing features of this
type of personal narrative inquiry. First, the author
usually writes in the first person, making her- or him-
self the object of research (Tedlock, 1991), thus trans-
gressing the conventional separation of researcher
and subject (Jackson, 1989). Second, the narrative
breaches the traditional focus on generalization

across cases by focusing on generalization within a
single case extended over time (Geertz, 1973). Third,
the text is presented as a story replete with a narrator,
characterization, and plotline, akin to forms of writ-
ing associated with the novel or biography and thus
fractures the boundaries that traditionally separate
social science from literature. Fourth, the story often
discloses hidden details of private life and highlights
emotional experience and thus challenges the ratio-
nal actor model of social performance that dominates
social science. And fifth, the ebb and flow of relation-
ship experience is depicted in an episodic form that
dramatizes the motion of connected lives across the
curve of time (Weinstein, 1988) and thus resists the
standard practice of portraying a relationship as a
snapshot (Ellis, 1993).

Academic storytellers who adopt the stance of
the storyteller hold a distinctly different under-
standing of the work they want narrative inquiry to
do. They don’t see a split between theory and story
but rather understand the aim of stories as putting
meanings into motion (Bochner, 20124). They
reject the received traditions of empiricism in favor
of a relational, dialogic, qualitative, and collab-
orative conception of inquiry (Gergen & Gergen,
2012). They are less concerned about representation
and more concerned about communication. Giving
up the illusion of transcendental observation, they
seek to make narrative inquiry a source of connec-
tion, contact, and relationship between tellers and
listeners by eliciting conversation and deliberation
about the personal, political, moral, and institu-
tional values associated with lived experience. They
see stories as the fundamental human medium of
being, knowing, and participating in a social world.
As an academic practice, evocative narrative inquiry
thus shifts the meaning of the activity of theorizing
from a process of thinking about to one of think-
ing wirh (Frank, 1995, 2004). Theory merges with
story when we invite others to think with a story
rather than about it (Bochner, 1997, 2010). As lis-
teners or readers, we are not asked merely to receive
the story or analyze it from a distance, but rather
to encounter it, get into it, and engage with it,
using all the senses available to us (Stoller, 1989).
As Frank (1995, p. 23) observed: “To think about
a story is to reduce it to content and then analyze
the content... to think with a story is to experience
it affecting one’s own life and to find in that effect a
certain truth of one’s own life.”

The point of an evocative personal narrative is
not to turn the story into “data” in order to test or
verify theoretical propositions and thereby produce
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knowledge that can be received by others. Instead,
the objective is to link theory to story by invit-
ing others to think and feel with the story, staying
with it, resonating with the story’s moral dilem-
mas, identifying with its ambiguities, examining its
contradictions, feeling its nuances, letting the story
analyze them (Frank, 2004). We think with a story
from within the framework of our own lives. We ask
what kind of person we are becoming when we take
a story to heart and consider how we can use it for
our own purposes, what ethical direction it points us
toward, and what moral commitments it calls out in
us (Coles, 1989).

Forms of evocative narrative writing and per-
formative social science (Gergen & Gergen, 2012;
Gray & Sinding, 2003) seck a personal connection
between writer/performer and reader/audience. The
stories invite others to think and to feel. To achieve
this goal, a writer/researcher must depart the safe and
comfortable space of conventional academic writing.
Unfortunately, the conventions that regulate (and
discipline) academic writing do not encourage forms
of communicating research that can build a personal
connection between the text and the reader/audi-
ence member. Normally, we don’t expect academic
texts to make our hearts skip a beat (Bochner, 2012;
Hyde, 2010). But if our research has something to
do with human longing, desire, fulfillment, pleasure,
pain, loss, grief, or joy, shouldnt we hold authors
to some standard of vulnerability? Can our work
achieve personal importance—can it matter—if the
authors aren't willing to show their faces? Shouldn’t
one of the standards by which social science inquiry
is judged be the extent to which readers feel the truth
of our research stories?

Seeking to open a space for this kind of personal
narrative inquiry, Ellis and Bochner (1996) devel-
oped a project they called “ethnographic alterna-
tives” (Bochner & Ellis, 2002; Ellis & Bochner,
1996). They took the poststructuralist critique to
mean that social science writing could be usefully
conceived as a material intervention into people’s
lives, one that not only represents but also creates
experience, putting meanings in motion. They
believed that research texts, whether first-person
accounts or more traditional ethnographic story-
telling, could be understood as “acts of meaning”
and, as Bruner (1990) suggested, that’s precisely the
work of storytelling. Wanting to create a space in
which social science texts could be viewed as stories
and their authors—the researchers—as storytellers,
Ellis and Bochner (1996) invited scholars to experi-
ment with various forms of personal, emotional,
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and embodied narration that depart radically from
the conventions of rational/analytic social science
reporting. If we experience our lives as stories, they
asked, then why not represent them as stories? Why
shouldn’t social scientists represent life as temporally
unfolding narratives and researchers as a vital part of
the action? Their ethnographic alternatives project
offered stories that showed the struggles of ordinary
people coping with difficult contingencies of lived
experience—brimming with characters, scenes,
plots, and dialogue—stories that enabled readers to
put themselves in the place of others (Jackson, 1995)
and consider important aspects of their own lives
in the terms offered by the contexts and details of
other peoples’ stories, such as how lived experi-
ence is riddled with contingencies that concede
the incomplete and unfinished qualities of human
relationships (e.g., Bochner & Ellis, 1992; Bochner,
Ellis, & Tillmann-Healy, 1998, 2000,; Ellis, 1996;
Ronai, 1996; Tillmann-Healy, 1996).

Both Ethnographic Alternatives and the book series
project that followed, Writing Lives: Ethnographic
Narratives, problematized the conventions of writ-
ing in the social sciences. As scholars, we realize
that there is no alternative but to turn life into lan-
guage. But there is more than one way to do this.
Traditional social science writing favors the types of
events and “data’ that are amenable to conceptual
analysis and theoretical explanation. Ambiguous,
vague, and contingent experiences that cannot so
easily be covered by concepts or organized into a
coherent system of thought are bypassed in favor
of experiences that can be controlled and explained
(Bruner, 1990). Immediate experience is grist for
the theoretical mill. Moreover, distancing oneself
from the subject matter, like a spectator at a sport-
ing event, is taken as an appropriate and normative
model of research and writing practices. Thus, social
science texts usually are written in a third-person,
objectifying, neutral, and scientific voice. Although
contradictions, emotions, and subjectivities may be
recognized as concrete lived experiences, they usu-
ally are expressed in forms of writing that dissolve
concrete events in solutions of abstract analysis. The
reader is left to look through a stained glass window,
to use Edith Turner’s (1993) apt analogy, seeing
only murky and featureless profiles. The concrete
details of sensual, emotional, and embodied expe-
rience are replaced by typologies and abstractions
that remove events from their context, distancing
readers from the actions and feelings of particular
human beings engaged in the joint action of evolv-
ing relationships. Readers are not encouraged to see



and feel the struggles and emotions of the partici-
pants and thus are deprived of an opportunity to
care about the particular people whose struggles
nourish the researcher’s hunger for truth. It is not
hard to figure out why orthodox social science writ-
ing is not widely read. What is the appeal of an inac-
cessible, dry, and overly abstract text?

On the whole, social science research articles
and monographs are confined mainly to what
LeGuin (1986) refers to as “the father tongue,” a
high-minded mode of expression that embraces
objectivity. Spoken from above, the father tongue
runs the risk of distancing the writer from the
reader, creating a gap between self and other. What
is missing from most social science writing is “the
mother tongue” (LeGuin, 1986), a binding form of
subjective and conversational expression that covets
“a turning together,” a relationship between author
and reader. Voiced in a language of emotions and
personal experience, the mother tongue exposes
rather than protects the speaker through a medium
that can bring author and reader closer together.
The absence of a mother tongue in social science
literature reflects the conventions of disembod-
ied writing that extol the virtue of objectivity. As
LeGuin (1989, p. 151) notes, “People crave objec-
tivity because to be subjective is to be embodied, to
be a body, vulnerable, violable.” The real discourse
of reason, she claims, is a wedding of the father to
mother tongue, which produces “a native tongue.”
When this fusion of voices occurs, which is rare
indeed, it’s a beautiful thing (Eastman, 2007).

Evocative narratives work the hyphen between
the mother tongue and the native tongue. Unlike
orthodox social scientists, those who assume the
standpoint of the storyteller see themselves first
and foremost as writers and communicators, not
as reporters or conduits for channeling data from a
source to a receiver. For these scholars, writing and/
or performing stories is an interpretive practice; it’s
their method for discovering, ordering, and com-
municating what they’ve experienced and what it
can mean to and for others. They are committed
to being rigorously empirical, but they don’t take
that conviction as an end in itself. Instead, they
apply it in tandem with an obligation to make their
prose accessible, readable, and sensuous. Moreover,
they don’t want to limit what they write about to
what can be ordered into determinate, disembod-
ied systems of knowledge because that leaves out
the indeterminate, the ambiguous, the embodied,
and the contradictory realms of experience in which
so much of life is lived—the shadowy, painful, or

fateful moments on which our lives turn one way or
another, one direction or another.

Like most social science inquiry, the kind of
social science writing that takes the standpoint of
the storyteller aspires to truth, but the kind of truths
to which it aspires are not literal truths; they’re emo-
tional, dialogic, and collaborative truths. Not Truth
but truth; not truth but truths. The truths of these
stories exist between storyteller and story listener;
they dwell in the listeners’ or readers’” engagement
with the writer’s struggle with adversity, the heart-
breaking feelings of stigma and marginalization, the
resistance to the authority of canonical discourses,
the therapeutic desire to face up to the challenges
of life and to emerge with greater self-knowledge,
the opposition to the repression of the body, the dif-
ficulty of finding words to make bodily dysfunction
meaningful, the desire for self-expression, and the
urge to speak to and assist a community of fellow
sufferers. The call of these stories is for engagement
within and between, not analysis from outside and
at a distance (Bochner, 2014).

This is not to say, as some critics mistakenly imply
(Atkinson, 2010), that writers who take the standpoint
of the storyteller fail to live up to some abstract respon-
sibility of social science called “analysis.” Reflection is
the heart of personal narrative and autoethnography.
As Vivian Gornick (2008) observed, “It is the depth
of reflection that makes or breaks it.” The plot of these
stories usually revolves around trouble, presenting feel-
ings and decisions that need to be clarified and under-
stood. The stories function as inquiry; something is
being inquired into, interpreted, made sense of, and
judged. Facts are important to these academic story-
tellers; they can and should be verified. But it is not the
transmission of facts that gives the autoethnographic
story or personal narrative its significance and evoca-
tive power. Facts don't tell you what they mean or how
they feel. The burden of the social science storyteller is
to make meaning out of all the stuff of memory and
experience; how it felt then and how it feels now. Thats
why the truths of stories can never be stable truths
(Bochner, 2007). Memory is active, dynamic, and ever
changing. As we grow older and/or change our per-
spective, our relationship to the events and people of
the past changes too (Hampl, 1999). The past is always
open to revision and so, too, are our stories of them
and what they mean now (Ellis, 2009).

Narratives-Under-Analysis:
Research Practices

Narratives-under-analysis refers to the analysis
of narrative as story-form, what Riessman (2008)
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calls “the systematic study of narrative data” (p. 6).
We prefer the term, narratives-under-analysis to
the misleading term “narrative analysis” because
it better represents the forms in which this kind
of narrative inquiry typically are expressed. Most
scholars who use the term “narrative analysis” to
describe their work do not analyze narratively. They
do not produce analyses in a storied form. Rather,
they abide by and adhere to the conventions of
academic prose and procedural (scientific) objec-
tivity. Treating narratives as objects to be decon-
structed, they prefer to keep a comfortable distance
(Atkinson & Delamont, 2005) between themselves
and the storytellers whose stories they place under
their microscopes. Transforming stories, whether
big or small, into data amenable to conceptual
analysis and theoretical explanation, these research-
ers usually resist the temptation to ask tellers what
they think they were doing or meaning, choosing
instead to focus on their own inferences and inter-
pretations—grounded in conventional practices of
sociolinguistic and discourse analysis of what is said
or told (producing themes or topics), how the tell-
ing is organized (its structure), how it is performed,
and/or how it functions intersubjectively. As ana-
lysts, these researchers normally get the first and
the last word. Stories are wrestled from the sensual,
emotional, and embodied contexts of the storytell-
ers lives and turned into texts that can be served
up to the analyst’s interests in producing snippets of
talk that document types or genres of speech acts or
conversational maneuvers. Stories are subjected first
to interpretive practices of transcription, then to
further interpretive practices of one form or another
aimed at grounded clarification of the meaning of
the texts and their interactive production. To most
researchers who place narratives-under-analysis,
stories are no different from any other kind of data
to which rigorous qualitative and/or quantitative
methods can be applied (Atkinson, 2010).

There are a broad array of questions and issues to
which narratives-under-analysis have been applied.
According to Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zibler
(1998), a study that analyzes narrative works with
data that have been “collected as a story (a life story
provided in an interview or literary work) or in a dif-
ferent manner (field notes of an anthropologist who
writes up his or her observations as a narrative or in
personal letters). It can be the object of the research or
a means for the study of another question. It may be
for comparison among groups, to learn about a social
phenomenon or historical period, or to explore a per-
sonality” (pp. 2-3). Or, narratives-under-analysis can
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function as a means of exploring “how people weave
tapestries of story” in order to “reveal the extent to
which human intelligence itself is rooted in narrative
ways of knowing, interacting, and communicating”
(Herman, 2009, p. 9).

One of the primary ways in which human beings
come to understand themselves and the world in
which they live is by making meanings in storied
forms. Thus, many narrative analysts view their work
as an expression of human reasoning and mean-
ing construction—"the principle way that human
beings order their experience in time” and “make
coherent sense out of seemingly unrelated sequences
of events” (Worth, 2008, p. 42). Bamberg (2007)
stresses that “narrative analysis is less interested in
a narrator who is self-reflecting or searching who s/
he (really) is. Rather, we are interested in narrators
who are engaging in the activity of narrating, that
is, the activity of giving an account” (p. 170), which
contributes to “a more comprehensive human expe-
rience” (Worth, 2008, p. 42) of meaning-making.
For these analysts of narrative practices, it is the how
and for whom of narrative telling that is highlighted.
Foregrounding the form and content of stories, they
seek to understand how personal identity is made in
everyday, mundane interaction, which necessitates
careful attention to the parameters of storytelling
contexts. Thus, the work of narrative-under-analysis
involves the process of producing texts for analysis,
applying systematic methodological and analytical
strategies to examine these texts, and arriving at
conclusions about the different forms and stra-
tegic moves of storytelling, including inferences
about intentions or motives of narrator(s). Whereas
evocative narrative takes the standpoint of the sto-
ryteller, narratives-under-analysis normatively are
governed by an analytical standpoint that positions
the researcher as “other” to the storytellers whose
texts are to be analyzed.

Models of Analysis

Although most analysts still cling to one ver-
sion or another of scientific rigor, Herman (2009)
situates narrative analysis within a humanistic,
poststructural perspective that turns away from
modernist and received views of scientific inquiry
and thus fits squarely within the narrative turn.
Focusing on the performance of narrative or nar-
rativity, narratives-under-analysis should ideally
take into account the dispositions of tellers and
listeners and pay close attenti