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Preface

Qualitative research is a growing and ever more diverse field. The continuous
development of new approaches, new methods and new techniques results in a
wider and wider diversity in the literature — in books, in journals and on the
Internet. Students, as well as experienced researchers, will find it increasingly
difficult to keep up with these developments and with the range of methodological
alternatives available for doing their own research projects. The Companion to
Qualitative Research seeks to highlight and illustrate connections, common ground
and differences in the heterogeneous developments of qualitative research. It
intends to give readers a representative overview of the current landscape of
gualitative research with its epistemological roots, its main theoretical principles, its
methodological bases and the development of its procedures, and also to offer an
impression of trends for further development. To achieve this, themes from current
debates in the German- and English-speaking worlds have been brought together,
so that the Companion takes a wider, international perspective on qualitative
research with authors from Continental Europe, Britain and North America.

At the outset, the Companion presents examples of how qualitative research
operates in action, using descriptions of the research style of various scholars who
have had major impacts on this field or are particularly instructive in their way of
doing research. This first part of the book is intended to explain the unique
contribution that qualitative research has made to the acquisition of achieving
knowledge in the social sciences, to theory construction and to methodology.

The theory of qualitative research is explained by presenting the most important
background theories, which are illustrated using examples from selected areas of
interest for qualitative research. Issues of methodology and qualitative research are
central to the next part of the Companion, where issues of research design,
epistemology and evaluation of methodological procedures and results are
outlined.

The major part of this Companion is devoted to the presentation of the most
important methods currently used for doing qualitative research. Practice in the
collection and interpretation of qualitative research data therefore occupies a
central place in the book.

The concluding part looks at qualitative research in context. Contributions are
included on research ethics, on teaching and on the application of qualitative
research, as well as critical reflections on the status and future prospects of
qualitative research.

This Companion is intended for students of a variety of disciplines where
qualitative research is applied. For this reason, we have appended a separate
part on resources which includes recommendations for further reading from
introductory works and classic textbooks of qualitative research, and also offers lists
of journals and current Internet sources. The Companion is also intended for those
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who teach social sciences and, finally, should also be a useful reference work for
qualitative researchers in universities and in professional practice. It is not intended
to replace a course book of qualitative research. Nor should it be seen as a 'recipe
book’ to be used as the sole aid in setting up a concrete piece of research. It seeks,
rather, to provide orientation, background knowledge and reflection and to give
information about current trends and developments. Each contribution offers
suggestions for further reading.

Acknowledgements
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of this book over the years, especially Michael Carmichael and Patrick Brindle at
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1 What is Qualitative Research?
An Introduction to the Field
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Invitation to qualitative research
Why qualitative research?
Research perspectives in qualitative research
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Aims and structure of the book

Basic assumptions and features of qualitative research
Relationship with quantitative-standardized research
The history and development of qualitative research
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In recent years qualitative research has developed
into a broad and sometimes almost confusing
field of study. It has become part of the training
in empirical research methods in a variety of
subjects and disciplines. This broad palette of
subjects extends from sociology, via psychology,
to cultural studies, education and economics, to
name but a few. Alongside the traditional com-
partmentalized subjects it is receiving growing
attention in the rather more applied disciplines,
such as social work, nursing or public health.
Qualitative research has always had a strongly
applied orientation in the questions it addresses
and in its methods of procedure, and it now
occupies an important place in these areas. In
the realm of social sciences there is, in the
broadest sense, hardly any area of research in
which it is not at least partially used — particularly
if one considers the international dimension.
Even though there is no shortage of criticism,
preconceptions and prejudice about qualitative
research, one may still claim that it is now
established and consolidated, and that, in
the way suggested by Thomas Kuhn (1970),
it has now achieved the status of a paradigmatic
‘normal science’.

1 INVITATION TO QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

Qualitative research claims to describe life-
worlds ‘from the inside out’, from the point of
view of the people who participate. By so doing
it seeks to contribute to a better understanding
of social realities and to draw attention to
processes, meaning patterns and structural fea-
tures. Those remain closed to non-participants,
but are also, as a rule, not consciously known by
actors caught up in their unquestioned daily
routine. Qualitative research, with its precise
and ‘thick’ descriptions, does not simply depict
reality, nor does it practise exoticism for its own
sake. It rather makes use of the unusual or the
deviant and unexpected as a source of insight
and a mirror whose reflection makes the
unknown perceptible in the known, and the
known perceptible in the unknown, thereby
opening up further possibilities for (self-)
recognition. The theory and practice of obtaining
these perspectives will be briefly illustrated here
by looking at four questions that are addressed
in classic qualitative studies.
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1 How do young migrants affect a local culture?
How do they view their life and their
prospects? How do they react to their envi-
ronment and what form of social organization
does their group life engender?

2 What are the consequences of living as a
patient in a psychiatric clinic, and how can
patients preserve their identity under the
conditions that prevail there?

3 What are the bases for the possibility of com-
munication and joint action in quite differ-
ent social situations?

4 What are the concrete results of unemploy-
ment, and how are they processed individu-
ally and in a local community?

These are a few topic areas from the infinite
variety of possible questions that, with the aid
of qualitative methods, may be handled particu-
larly well and in a theoretically productive and
practically relevant form.

1 William E. Whyte’s (1955) classic ethno-
graphic study of a street gang in a major city in
the eastern United States in the 1940s offers, on
the basis of individual observations, personal
notes and other sources, a comprehensive
picture of a dynamic local culture. Through the
mediation of a key figure Whyte had gained
access to a group of young second-generation
Italian migrants. As a result of a two-year period
of participant observation he was able to obtain
information about the motives, values and life-
awareness and also about the social organiza-
tion, friendship relations and loyalties of this
local culture. These were condensed in theoreti-
cally important statements such as:

Whyte's gangs can be seen simply as an example
of a temporary non-adjustment of young people.
They withdraw from the norms of the parental
home ... and at the same time see themselves as
excluded from the predominant norms of
American society. Deviant behaviour is to be
noted both towards the norms of the parental
home and towards the prevailing norms of the
country of immigration. Deviant behaviour, even
as far as criminality, may be seen as a transient
faulty adaptation that bears within itself both the
option of adaptation and of permanent non-
adaptation. (Atteslander 1996: XIII)

2 From an exact description of the strategies
used by inmates to secure their identities, Erving
Goffman (1961b), in his studies of psychiatric
clinics and prisons, was able to capture general

structural features of what he called the ‘total
institution’: when confronted with such deper-
sonalizing modes of behaviour as institutional
clothing, the lack of privacy, constant surveil-
lance, a regimented daily timetable and so on,
inmates reacted with irony, play-acting, exag-
gerated adaptation, secret pacts with the staff,
rebellion and the like. Through this construc-
tion of a ‘sub-life’ in the institution, they safe-
guard their survival as subjects. This study may
be regarded as one of the great studies of orga-
nizational sociology using qualitative research
methods. Moreover, it set in train a public
debate about the situation of psychiatric patients
and prisoners, and provided a stimulus for
reform in the appropriate quarters. Even today it
still provides the motivation for a plethora of
similar studies in other areas, such as old
people’s homes (e.g. Koch-Straube 1997).

3  From a basic theoretical perspective, Harold
Garfinkel (1967a), using so-called crisis experi-
ments, was able to demonstrate the implicit pre-
conditions and rules that govern the production
of everyday processes of understanding. This
made it possible to describe social integration as
a consistent fabric of constructs which partici-
pants adapt to situations: if, in an everyday
encounter, a person replies to the cliché enquiry
‘How are you?’ with the counter-enquiry ‘Do you
mean physically, mentally or spiritually?’, this
leads to a breakdown in the expected sequence of
events. From this it becomes clear that utterances
can only be understood in relation to some con-
text and that there is no ‘pure’ meaning. Shared
everyday human activities are more strongly
marked by a competent situational application of
interactional and communicative rules (‘ethno-
methods’) than by abstract norms, and in these
rules knowledge and cultural experience is con-
stantly being produced and activated.

4 In a study that is still regularly quoted in
unemployment research, Jahoda, Lazarsfeld and
Zeisel (1933/1971) investigated the consequences
of unemployment in a small Austrian industrial
village at the time of the world economic crisis in
the 1930s. Using an imaginative combination of
quantitative (for example, measurement of walk-
ing speed, income statistics) and qualitative
methods (for example, interviews, housekeeping
books, diary entries, young people’s essays about
their view of the future, document analysis and
so on) and also some historical materials
they developed, with the basic concept (Leitformel,
see Jahoda 1992) of a ‘tired society’, a concise
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characterization of the life-feelings and the
everyday course of events in a community
affected by unemployment. At the same time
they were able to identify a variety of individual
‘behavioural types’ in reaction to unemployment,
such as ‘unbroken’, ‘resigned’, ‘desperate’ and
‘apathetic’ — a result that has proved to be of
heuristic value in contemporary research (see 2.8).
Whyte represents a successful example of an
ethnographic study (see 3.8, 5.5 below), and it is
in this tradition that community and subculture
research, investigations of deviant behaviour
and ‘cultural studies’ (see 3.9) have developed.
Goffman (see 2.2) provided the stimulus for many
institutional analyses, investigations of interac-
tions between professionals and their clients or
patients, and also drew attention to strategies for
situational presentation of an individual identity
in the face of others. Garfinkel’s study represents a
development in qualitative research that seeks to
identify formal rules and structures for the con-
struction of everyday action (see 2.3). And the
complex sociography of Jahoda et al. shows the
practical value and socio-politically relevance
qualitative research may have (see 2.8).

2 WHY QUALITATIVE RESEARCH?

What is it, in general terms, that constitutes the
particular attractiveness and relevance of quali-
tative research? In its approach to the phenom-
ena under investigation it is frequently more
open and thereby ‘more involved’ than other
research strategies that work with large quanti-
ties and strictly standardized, and therefore
more objective, methods and normative con-
cepts (Wilson 1970). In replies to questions in a
guided interview (see 5.2), in biographical nar-
ratives (see 5.11), in ethnographic descriptions
(see 5.5, 5.22) of everyday life or of processes in
institutions, a fundamentally more concrete
and plastic image often emerges of what it is
like, from the point of view of the person con-
cerned, to live, for example, with a chronic
illness, than could be achieved using a stan-
dardized questionnaire. In an age when fixed
social life-worlds and lifestyles are disintegrating
and social life is being restructured out of an
ever-increasing number of new modes and
forms of living, research strategies are required
that can deliver, in the first instance, precise and
substantial descriptions. They must also take
account of the views of those involved, and the

subjective and social constructs (see 3.4) of their
world. Even if postmodernity age is perhaps
already over, the processes of pluralization and
dissolution, the new confusions that are referred
to by this concept, continue to exist. Standardized
methods need for the design of their data-
collection instruments (for example, a question-
naire), some fixed idea about the subject of the
investigation, whereas qualitative research can be
open to what is new in the material being studied,
to the unknown in the apparently familiar. In
this way perceptions of strangeness in the mod-
ern everyday world, where ‘adventure is just
around the corner’ (Bruckner and Finkielkraut
1981), can be described and their meaning
located. This very openness to the world of expe-
rience, its internal design and the principles of its
construction are, for qualitative research, not
only an end in themselves giving a panorama of
‘cultural snapshots’ of small life-worlds, but also
the main starting point for the construction of a
grounded theoretical basis (see 2.1, 6.6).

3 RESEARCH PERSPECTIVES IN
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

The label ‘qualitative research’ is a generic term
for a range of different research approaches.
These differ in their theoretical assumptions,
their understanding of their object of investiga-
tion and their methodological focus. But they
may be summarized under three broad headings:
theoretical reference points may be sought, first,
in the traditions of symbolic interactionism (see 3.3)
and phenomenology (see 3.1), which tend to pur-
sue subjective meanings and individual sense
attributions; second, in ethnomethodology (see 3.2)
and constructivism (see 3.4), which are interested
in everyday routine and the construction of
social reality. A third point of reference is found
in structuralist or psychoanalytical (see 2.5, 5.20)
positions, which proceed from an assumption of
latent social configurations and of unconscious
psychic structures and mechanisms.

These approaches also differ in their research
goals and in the methods they apply. We may
contrast those approaches in which the ‘view of
the subject’ (Bergold and Flick 1987) is in the
foreground with a second group whose goal is
rather to describe the processes involved in the
construction of existing (everyday, institutional
or simply ‘social’) situations, milieux (e.g.
Hildenbrand 1983) and social order (such as
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Table 1.1 Research perspectives in qualitative research

Research perspective

Modes of access
to subjective viewpoints

Description of processes of
creation of social situations

Hermeneutic analysis
of underlying structures

Theoretical positions Symbolic interactionism

Phenomenology

Methods of data
collection

Semistructured interviews
Narrative interviews

Methods of
interpretation

Theoretical coding

Qualitative content
analysis

Narrative analyses

Hermeneutic procedures

Fields of application Biographical research
Analysis of everyday

knowledge

Ethnomethodology
Constructivism

Focus groups ethnography
Participant observation
Recording of interactions
Collection of documents

Conversation analysis
Discourse analysis
Genre analysis
Document analysis

Analysis of life-worlds
and organizations

Evaluation research

Cultural studies

Psychoanalysis
Genetic structuralism

Recording of interactions
Photography
Films

Objective hermeneutics

Deep structure
hermeneutics

Hermeneutic sociology
of knowledge

Family research
Biographical research
Generation research
Gender research

ethnomethodological linguistic analysis: see
5.17). The (largely) hermeneutic reconstruction
of ‘action and meaning-generating deep struc-
tures’, according to psychoanalytic (see 5.20) or
objective-hermeneutic (see 5.16) ideas (Liiders
and Reichertz 1986), is characteristic of the third
type of research perspective.

The methods of data collection and processing
that are dealt with fully in Part 5 of this book
may be allocated to these research perspectives as
follows. In the first group, guided and narrative
interviews (see 5.2) and related processes of cod-
ing (see 5.13) or content analysis (see 5.12) are in
the foreground. In the second research perspec-
tive, data tend to be collected in focus groups (see
5.4), by ethnographic methods or (participant)
observation and through media recording of
interactions so that they may then be evaluated
by means of discourse or conversation analysis
(see 5.19, 5.17). Here we may also include appro-
aches to genre and document analysis (see 5.18,
5.15). Representatives of the third perspective
collect data mainly through the recording of
interactions and the use of photos (see 5.6) and
films (see 5.7), which are then always allocated to
one of the various forms of hermeneutic analysis
(cf. Hitzler and Honer 1997).

Table 1.1 summarizes these subdivisions and
gives examples of research fields that are char-
acteristic of the three perspectives.

4 BASIC ASSUMPTIONS AND
FEATURES OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

In all the heterogeneity of the approaches that
may be characterized as ‘qualitative research’,
there are certain basic assumptions and features
that are common to them all (cf. also, in this
context, Flick 2002, chs 1 and 2; von Kardorff
2000; Steinke 1999, ch. 2).

Basic assumptions of qualitative
research

First, social reality may be understood as the
result of meanings and contexts that are jointly
created in social interaction. Both are inter-
preted by the participants in concrete situations
within the framework of their subjective rele-
vance horizons (Schiitz 1962, see 3.1) and there-
fore constitute the basis of shared meanings that
they attribute to objects, events, situations and
people (Blumer 1969). These meanings they
constantly modify and ‘frame’ (Goffman 1974,
see 2.2) according to context in reaction to the
meanings of others. In this sense social realities
appear as a result of constantly developing
processes of social construction (Berger and
Luckmann 1966, see 3.4). For the methodology
of qualitative research, the first implication of
this is a concentration on the forms and



WHAT IS QUALITATIVE RESEARCH? AN INTRODUCTION TO THE FIELD @

contents of such everyday processes of construc-
tion more than on reconstructing the subjective
views and meaning patterns of the social actors.

Secondly, from the assumption about the con-
stant everyday creation of a shared world there
emerge the character of the process, and the
reflexivity and recursivity of social reality. For
qualitative research methodology a second
implication of this is the analysis of communi-
cation and interaction sequences with the help
of observation procedures (see 5.5) and the sub-
sequent sequential text analyses (see 5.16, 5.17).

Thirdly, human beings live in a variety of life
situations that may be ‘objectively’ characterized
by indicators such as income, education, profes-
sion, age, residence and so on. They show their
physical circumstances meaningfully in a total,
synthesized and contextualized manner and it is
only this that endows such indicators with an
interpretable meaning and thereby renders them
effective. Statements obtained from subjects and
statements classified according to methodologi-
cal rules may, for example, be described using
the concept ‘life-world’ (see 3.8). Here subjective
or collective meaning patterns (such as ‘lay
theories’, ‘world-views’, shared norms and
values), social relationships and associated inci-
dental life circumstances may be related to indi-
vidual biographical designs, past life history and
perceived possibilities for future action. This
process renders subjectively significant personal
and local life-attitudes and lifestyles both recog-
nizable and intelligible. From a methodological
point of view this leads to a third implication: to
a hermeneutic interpretation of subjectively
intended meaning that becomes intelligible
within the framework of a pre-existing, intuitive
everyday prior understanding that exists in
every society of meanings which may be objec-
tivized and described in terms of ideal types.
This in turn makes it possible to explain individ-
ual and collective attitudes and actions.

BOX 1.1
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Fourthly, background assumptions of a range
of qualitative research approaches are that reality
is created interactively and becomes meaningful
subjectively, and that it is transmitted and
becomes effective by collective and individual
instances of interpretation. Accordingly, in quali-
tative research communication takes on a pre-
dominant role. In methodological terms this
means that strategies of data collection them-
selves have a communicative dialogic character.
For this reason the formation of theories, con-
cepts and types in qualitative research itself is
explicitly seen as the result of a perspective-
influenced reconstruction of the social construc-
tion of reality (see 3.4). In the methodology of
qualitative research two fundamentally different
reconstruction perspectives may be distinguished:

¢ the attempt to describe fundamental general
mechanisms that actors use in their daily life
to ‘create’ social reality, as is assumed, for
instance, in ethnomethodology (see 3.2);

e ‘thick description’ (Geertz 1973b, see 2.6) of
the various subjective constructions of real-
ity (theories of everyday life, biographies,
events and so on) and their anchoring in
self-evident cultural phenomena and prac-
tices in places and organization-specific
environments.

Investigations of the first type provide infor-
mation about the methods used by everyday
actors to conduct conversations, overcome situ-
ations, structure biographies and so on.

Investigations of the second type provide
object-related knowledge about subjectively sig-
nificant connections between experience and
action, about views on such themes as health,
education, politics, social relationships; respon-
sibility, destiny, guilt; or about life-plans, inner
experiences and feelings.

BASIC THEORETICAL ASSUMPTIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Social reality is understood as a shared product and attribution of meanings.

Processual nature and reflexivity of social reality are assumed.

‘Objective’ life circumstances are made relevant to a life-world through subjective meanings.
The communicative nature of social reality permits the reconstruction of constructions of

social reality to become the starting point for research.
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Characteristics of qualitative
research practice

The practice of qualitative research is generally
characterized by the fact that there is (1) no sin-
gle method, but a spectrum of methods belong-
ing to different approaches that may be selected
according to the research questions and the
research tradition.

A central feature of qualitative research that is
related to this is (2) the appropriateness of
methods: for almost every procedure it is poss-
ible to ascertain for which particular research-
object it was developed. The starting point was
normally that the previously available methods
were not suited to this specific purpose. For
example, the narrative interview (see 5.2, 5.11)
was originally developed for the analysis of
communal power processes, and objective
hermeneutics (see 5.16) for studies of socializing
interaction. It is typical of qualitative research
that the object of investigation and the ques-
tions that are brought to bear represent the
point of reference for the selection and evalua-
tion of methods, and not — as often still gener-
ally happens in psychology with its emphasis
on experiments - that everything that cannot
be investigated by particular methods is
excluded from the research.

Qualitative research (3) has a strong orienta-
tion to everyday events and/or the everyday
knowledge of those under investigation. Action
processes — for instance, the development of
advisory conversations — are situated in their
everyday context.

Accordingly, qualitative data collection, ana-
lytical and interpretative procedures are bound,
to a considerable extent, to the notion of con-
textuality (4): data are collected in their natural
context, and statements are analysed in the con-
text of an extended answer or a narrative, or the
total course of an interview, or even in the biog-
raphy of the interview partner.

In the process (5), attention is paid to the
diversity of perspectives of the participants. A
further feature of qualitative research is that the
reflective capability of the researcher about his
or her actions and observations in the field of
investigation is taken to be an essential part of
the discovery and not a source of disturbance
that needs to be monitored or eliminated (6).

Moreover, the epistemological principle of
qualitative research is the understanding (7) of
complex relationships rather than explanation

by isolation of a single relationship, such as
‘cause-and-effect’. Understanding is oriented, in
the sense of ‘methodically controlled under-
standing of otherness’, towards comprehension
of the perspective of the other party.

To allow this perspective as much freedom of
movement as possible and to get as close to it as
possible, data collection in qualitative research
is characterized, above all, by the principle of
openness (8) (Hoffmann-Riem 1980): questions
have an open formulation, and in ethnography
observations are not carried out according to
some rigid observational grid but also in an
open fashion.

Qualitative studies frequently begin (9) with
the analysis or reconstruction of (individual)
cases (Gerhardt 1995), and then only proceed,
as a second step, to summarizing or contrasting
these cases from a comparative or generalizing
viewpoint.

Furthermore, qualitative research assumes the
construction of reality (10) — the subjective con-
structions of those under investigation and the
research process as a constructive act (see 3.4).

Finally, despite the growing importance of
visual data sources such as photos or films, qual-
itative research is predominantly a text-based
discipline (11). It produces data in the form of
texts — for example, transcribed interviews or
ethnographic fieldwork notes — and concen-
trates, in the majority of its (hermeneutic) inter-
pretative procedures, on the textual medium as
a basis for its work.

In its objectives qualitative research is still a
discipline of discovery, which is why concepts
from epistemology — such as abduction (see 4.3) —
enjoy growing attention. The discovery of new
phenomena in its data is frequently linked, in
qualitative research, to an overall aim of devel-
oping theories on the basis of empirical study.

5 RELATIONSHIP WITH QUANTITATIVE-
STANDARDIZED RESEARCH

Qualitative and quantitative-standardized research
have developed in parallel as two independent
spheres of empirical social research. Where
research questions correspond they may also be
used in combination (see 4.5). But here it should
not be forgotten that they also differ from each
other on essential points. For example, differ-
ences between the two research approaches are
seen in the forms of experience that are
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BOX 1.2 CHARACTERISTICS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH PRACTICE

Appropriateness of methods

Contextuality as a guiding principle
Perspectives of participants

Reflective capability of the investigator
Understanding as a discovery principle
Principle of openness

Case analysis as a starting point

10 Construction of reality as a basis

11 Qualitative research as a textual discipline
12 Discovery and theory formation as a goal
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considered to be subject to methodical verification
and, consequently, admissible as acceptable
experience. This impinges in essential ways on
the role of the investigator and on the degree of
procedural standardization (see 4.1).

1 In quantitative research a central value is
attached to the observer’s independence of
the object of research. Qualitative research,
on the other hand, relies on the investigator’s
(methodically controlled) subjective percep-
tion as one component of the evidence.

2 Quantitative research relies, for its comparative-
statistical evaluation, on a high degree of
standardization in its data collection. This
leads, for example, to a situation where in a
questionnaire the ordering of questions and
the possible responses are strictly prescribed
in advance, and where — ideally - the condi-
tions under which the questions are
answered should be held constant for all par-
ticipants in the research. Qualitative inter-
views are more flexible in this respect, and
may be adapted more clearly to the course of
events in individual cases.

Apart from debates in which both research
directions deny each other any scientific legiti-
macy, we may ask more soberly under what cir-
cumstances — that is, for what questions and
what objects of research — qualitative or quanti-
tative research respectively may be indicated.

Qualitative research may always be recom-
mended in cases where there is an interest in
resolving an aspect of reality (‘field exploration’)

Spectrum of methods rather than a single method

Orientation to everyday events and/or everyday knowledge

that has long been under-researched with
the help of some ‘sensitizing concepts’ (Blumer
1969). By using such ‘naturalistic’ methods as
participant observation, open interviews or
diaries, the first batch of information may be
obtained to permit the formulation of hypothe-
ses for subsequent standardized and representa-
tive data collection (for example, on the role of
family members in rehabilitation; on the life-
world of mentally ill people). Here qualitative
studies are, if not a precondition, then a sensible
follow-up to quantitative studies.

Qualitative research can complement so-called
‘hard data’ on patients (for example, socio-
demographic data, the distribution of diagnoses
over a population) with their more subjective
views — such as perceptions of their professional
future in the face of illness, or their degree of
satisfaction with the results of particular types
of treatment.

Qualitative (case-)studies can complement
representative quantitative studies through dif-
ferentiation and intensification, and can offer
explanations to help in the interpretation of sta-
tistical relationships.

6 THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT
OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Qualitative research can look back on a long tra-
dition that, in most of the social sciences, goes
back to their origins. Since the 1960s in the
United States and since the 1970s in the
German-speaking world it has experienced a
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renaissance, and since then has become still
more widely disseminated (cf. Flick 2002: 10, for
the phases in this development). To date, there
is no monograph that describes the history of
qualitative research.

Its development has always been character-
ized by the fact that it has been conducted in
very different subdisciplines that were each
characterized by a specific theoretical back-
ground, an independent understanding of real-
ity and an individual programme of methods.
One example of this is ethnomethodology,
which has distinguished itself by a specific
research style (see 2.3) and theoretical back-
ground (see 3.2), with conversation analysis as
its research programme (see 5.17) that has itself
been differentiated into several newer
approaches (see 5.18, 5.19), and which is alto-
gether characterized by a broad empirical
research activity. Corresponding to such devel-
opments, we find today that a whole range of
qualitative research fields and approaches have
been established which are developing inde-
pendently and which have relatively little con-
nection with discussions and research in the
other fields. In addition to ethnomethodology,
these fields of qualitative research may be
exemplified by objective hermeneutics (see
5.17), biographical research (see 3.6, 3.7, 5.11),
ethnography (see 3.8, 5.5), cultural studies (see
3.3, 3.9) or (ethno-)psychoanalytic research
and deep structure hermeneutics (see 2.5, 5.20).
This differentiation within qualitative research
is reinforced by the fact that the German- and
English-language academic debates are, to
some extent, concerned with very different
themes and methods and there is only a very
modest degree of interchange between the
two areas.

In conclusion, we should refer again to the
fact that discussions on method in the German
literature, after a period in the 1970s where the
main focus was on debates about matters of fun-
damental methodological theory, have now
entered a phase of increasing methodical con-
solidation and the broad application of methods
in empirical projects. In the Anglo-American
debate, on the other hand, the 1980s and 1990s
were marked by a new kind of reflection and by
the questioning of certain methodical certain-
ties. (The key issue here is the crisis of represen-
tation and legitimization brought about by the
debates on writing in ethnography: cf. contribu-
tions in Denzin and Lincoln 2000; see also 2.7,

3.3, 5.5, 5.22.) Here too, however, there has
been in recent years an increased desire to
present the canonization of the procedure in
textbooks, with at least partial reference to the
self-critical debates (e.g. Gubrium and Holstein
1997; see part 7).

7 AIMS AND STRUCTURE OF
THE BOOK

The Companion will provide a survey, with
appropriate ‘map-references’, of the different
versions of qualitative research and a state-of-
the-art overview of new trends in the spheres of
theoretical and methodological development.
In addition, it will endeavour to establish con-
nections and to show common ground and
differences in the (sometimes) extremely hetero-
geneous developments in the basic assumptions
in epistemology, the types of classification spe-
cific to particular theories, the underlying
methodological positions and the way methods
have developed in qualitative research. These
aims will be met in the following stages. Part 2,
Qualitative Research in Action, will give the reader
some insight into the research practice of a
number of leading figures in qualitative
research. By means of one or more studies we
will show how such research personalities as
Anselm Strauss, Erving Goffman, Norman
Denzin or Marie Jahoda arrive at their research
questions, and what characterizes their typical
research designs, their selection of methods,
their approach to their field and their proce-
dures for data collection, evaluation and final
interpretation. The selected representatives will
then be classified according to whether they
occupy an important place in either the history
or the current practice of qualitative research.

Part 3, The Theory of Qualitative Research, first
introduces the essential theoretical bases
of qualitative research. In the first sections
(3.1-3.5) the various background theories (such as
phenomenology, ethnomethodology, symbolic
interactionism) are examined to ascertain their
influence on the design of qualitative investiga-
tions, their implications for matters of method
in general, and for the selection of specific
methods and interpretations. In the later sections
(3.6-3.12) outlines are given of various object-
related qualitative research programmes (such as
biographical, organizational or evaluation
research).
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Part 4, Methodology and Qualitative Research,
deals with questions of epistemology - from
abduction and the role of hypotheses, to quality
control in qualitative research. In addition, this
part is concerned with more general questions
of set-up in qualitative research — from the fram-
ing of the research design, to possibilities and
limitations in linking qualitative and quantita-
tive research, or in the sampling procedure.

Part 5, Doing Qualitative Research, introduces
the essential methods of qualitative research
with reference to the sequencing of the qualita-
tive research process. The chapters are organized
in four subsections. ‘Entering the Field’ outlines
ways into the field and obstacles researchers
might meet on their way. In ‘Collecting Verbal
Data’ the most important methods of collecting
verbal material — interviews and focus groups —
are characterized. ‘Observing Processes and
Activities’ introduces approaches to audiovisual
data (observation and the use of film and pho-
tographic materials). ‘Analysis, Interpretation
and Presentation’ includes chapters on methods
for the elaboration (transcription of verbal data)
and analysis of interview data, on computer-
assisted analyses, content analyses and the most
important methods of data interpretation. The
final chapters in this subsection deal with ques-
tions of the presentation of results and research
procedures in qualitative investigations.

In Part 6 we consider Qualitative Research in
Context from several points of view, again in two

subsections. In ‘The Use of Qualitative Research’,
issues of research ethics and data protection,
and of how qualitative research is to be incor-
porated in teaching, and questions of the uti-
lization of findings are considered. The second
half of Part 6 focuses on ‘The Future and
Challenges of Qualitative Research’, with refer-
ence to its development: what has happened in
the past, what is perhaps problematic, what is
desirable and what may be expected in the
future. Finally, Part 7 presents a selection of
Resources for the qualitative researcher, which
provides information about such matters as rele-
vant journals, the classic literature and manuals,
databases, computer programs and Internet
sources.
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Part 2

Qualitative Research in Action: Paradigmatic Research Styles






Introduction

In this part of the Companion a number of
scientists are introduced who have made a lasting
impact on the present landscape of qualitative
research. Their impact results not only from
their ground-breaking theoretical ideas, metho-
dological assumptions or methodical innova-
tions. These researchers have also left a very
personal imprint through their mode of work. It
is this very personal approach to the field, the
way of dealing with the people being investi-
gated in their particular environments, the orig-
inal and searching way of developing methods,
courage in theory-building - often cutting
directly across established routes — which plays
such an important role in qualitative research.
Many attempts have been made to standardize
and codify qualitative research and to develop
traditions of teaching (see 6.2). However, there
is still an immovable ‘remnant’ that is deter-
mined by the persona of the investigator, his or
her originality, obstinacy, temperament and
preferences — in other words, by an unmistak-
able individual style. The individual character of
the researchers introduced in Part 2 - their
inventiveness (see also 6.6), their powers of
observation, sensitivity to utterances, sense of
situation and ‘art of interpretation’ (see also
5.21) —is the key to what makes their works into
classics in the field. Such features turn these
researchers into giants on whose shoulders
we stand, to use the formulation of Robert
K. Merton. Seen from this perspective, it may be
evident that our selection of examples of para-
digmatic theorizing and good research practice
should not be taken for invariable recipes, but as
guidelines to be developed and adapted for fur-
ther research. The presentation of different par-
adigmatic perspectives and research styles in the
field of qualitative research will give the reader
the chance to compare the specific features and
qualities of discovery of the various approaches.
We do not want to suggest, however, that
students in the field of qualitative research, who
decide to follow one of the research styles, are
forced to exclude the others. Nor do we want to

turn readers into ‘pure’ ‘Goffmanians’ or
‘Geertzians’. We may find different ‘schools’,
factions or personal disciples of famous
researchers in the field of qualitative research,
with implications of academic control in ‘invis-
ible colleges’, but the lines of development in
the field tend to transgress paradigms, combine
methods and research styles to come to a better
understanding of the social realities and the
realities of the social. The description of per-
sonal ways of doing qualitative research is
intended to inspire the reader and inform
students about the different ways of doing qual-
itative research, from which stimulation can be
drawn for developing one’s own way of
researching.

With a number of examples selected from the
work of very distinguished qualitative resear-
chers, we want to show ‘qualitative research in
action’. Our selection is oriented to representa-
tives of qualitative research who, even today,
still characterize the mainstreams of qualitative
research: they founded their own research para-
digms and produced classic studies in their own
field; or they achieved results in their work that
transcended their own discipline or back-
ground; or they made a substantial contribution
to the further development of qualitative
research in general. Our selection, however, is
not intended as a definitive and/or comprehen-
sive canon of ‘classics’. Therefore personalities
such as Howard S. Becker, Herbert Blumer,
Dorothy K. Smith, Arlie R. Hochschild or
William F. Whyte, and many others who
undoubtedly belong in such a hall of fame, may
perhaps forgive us for not including them here.

The first contribution is devoted to Anselm
Strauss (see 2.1). With Barney Glaser, he is the
founder of grounded theory in the tradition of
symbolic interactionism (see 3.3). Apart from
his major theoretical works and landmark
studies in the field of the sociology of medi-
cine, Strauss still exercises a major influence,
particularly through his textbooks on concrete
procedures — from data selection and collection
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to evaluation, coding, interpretation and
presentation.

Erving Goffman (see 2.2) is perhaps better
known to the general public for his books
Asylums (1961b) and The Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life (1959). Even today, his original and
individual ideas still influence studies of face-to-
face interaction, identity-formation, the day-to-
day presentation of self, and the ways in which
social interaction is bound up with situations
and determined by its organizational features.

Harold Garfinkel is looked upon as the
founder of ethnomethodology (see 3.2). Harvey
Sacks is the founder of conversation analysis
(see 5.17). They both (see 2.3) opened up new
perspectives for social research by means of their
radical questioning about the foundations of
social order and their innovative development
of new instruments of investigation, such as
sequential text analysis: all of this opened the
way for a deep structure grammar of sociality.

Paul Willis (2.4), co-founder of the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham,
made a great contribution to the development
of cultural studies with his studies of the popu-
lar culture of youth groups, and of the tensions
between traditional and new media.

The studies by Paul Parin, Fritz Morgenthaler
and Goldy Parin-Matthey (see 2.5), together

with the investigations of Georges Devereux,
belong to the classics of ethno-psychoanalysis,
and provide insights into alien worlds, but
where familiar and unconscious patterns are
still found, concerning in particular the rela-
tionship between the individual and society.

With Clifford Geertz (see 2.6) and Norman K.
Denzin (see 2.7) we choose two researchers who
come from very different scientific backgrounds
and are now among the great innovators and
critical voices in qualitative research. Indeed, on
the basis of their extensive experience of the
field and their comprehensive empirical work,
they believe that there is a crisis of representa-
tion, to which they respond in considered,
although different, ways.

Finally, Marie Jahoda (see 2.8) represents in
many of her numerous studies on unemploy-
ment and prejudice a productive type of quali-
tative action research and advocacy, inspired by
political motives for social change, justice, equal
opportunities and anti-discrimination. Further-
more, her work stands for a pragmatic and
problem-driven combination of qualitative and
quantitative methods beyond ideological
debates; at least, in emphasizing the biographi-
cal method in analysing social problems she
opened the way to bridge the gap between
psychological and sociological perspectives.
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1 PRAGMATISM AND SYMBOLIC
INTERACTIONISM AS THEORETICAL
FOUNDATIONS OF STRAUSS’S
METHODOLOGY

In one of their overviews of grounded theory,
Corbin and Strauss (1990) cite two key themes that
guided the development of this methodology,
which was first established by Barney Glaser and
Anselm Strauss. The first theme is to do with the
concept of change, that is to say, it is a matter of
discovering certain basic processes that result in
change. These processes affect social entities from
the individual to the organization; these are influ-
enced by change and, in turn, themselves influ-
ence change: in fact they bring it about. The
second theme concerns the relationship of
grounded theory to determinism. The existence of
structural conditions of some action is recognized
(cf. Strauss 1993a: 60-65; Corbin and Strauss 1988:
135£f.). But the actors are not powetless in the face
of these conditions — they perceive possibilities of
choice and on this basis they make their choices.

To put this differently, one could speak of four
basic concepts that are derived from pragmatism
and guide Anselm Strauss’s research: ‘To analyze
social processes within the frame of a theory of
action, means that one has to think automati-
cally interactionally, temporally, processually,
and structurally’ (Soeffner 1995: 30).

As an additional foundation concept we
should also mention the closeness of artistic

and scientific works, from the point of view of
how artists or scientists deal with their material
(such as the subject of a painting or the theme
of a research project). There is an intensive
interchange in dealing with a research theme,
which changes both participants and results in
‘la]n order they did not first possess’ (Dewey 1934:
65, cited in Strauss 1987: 10). Underlying this is
the view of pragmatism (like other philosophical
traditions, such as phenomenology): not to accept
a division between recognizer and what is recog-
nized, between subject and object, but simply an
interaction between the two. Objectivity is not
denied by this. It is ultimately the material that
drives the research process, and the creativity of
the investigator that reveals the structuredness of
the material: “The research process itself guides the
researcher to examine all the possibly rewarding
avenues toward understanding’ (Corbin and
Strauss 1990: 420).

2 THE CHARACTERISTICS OF
THE RESEARCH PROCESS

Grounded theory as a triadic
and circular process

In his research Anselm Strauss does not take as
his starting point a set of prior theoretical
assumptions that have to be tested. Of course,
an exact knowledge of existing theories is
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Data collection

Coding Writing of memos

Figure 2.1.1 Grounded theory as a triadic and
circular process

indispensable, but his way of dealing with them
is rather lacking in respect (Star 1997: 2).
Theoretical concepts which are developed
during an investigation are discovered in the data
and have to prove themselves in the data: there
are no other criteria. Even at the end of the
research process the researcher always returns to
the data, and so the analytical process is at the
same time triadic and circular (in the sense of
the hermeneutic circle) (Figure 2.1.1).
Corresponding to this there is also the process
of inference. This idea derives originally from the
pragmatist Charles S. Peirce. Strauss himself
speaks of a link between inductive and deductive

types of inference and refrains from substantiating
his views on this with any reference to Peirce. In
Strauss’s work these views only appear ‘between
the lines’. If he had made this link explicit, it
would have been necessary to include abductive
inference as the first stage in the inferencing
process (see 4.3).

The whole process looks like this: abductive
inferences are used to formulate an explanatory
hypothesis in such a way that a consequence
can be derived from what went before.
Conclusions of this sort are a fundamental prin-
ciple of conscious recognition in general, and
therefore occur in everyday life. At the same
time they constitute the main research strategy
in the recognition of new phenomena (Grathoff
1989: 281).

Discoveries on the basis of abductive infer-
ence come, as Peirce says, like lightning — law
and application are recognized simultaneously.
A precondition for this is a willingness to free
oneself from any preconceptions and to look
at the data impartially (see 4.3). An example
of this (from Hildenbrand 1999: 52ff.) is the
following.

In a particular study, data from the history of a family — the Dittrich family — were being analysed. The
father, as a travelling salesman, was often away from home. Mr Dittrich, the second son, had broken
off his further education and gone back to his mother’s farm; his elder brother, however, continued at
school. Later, after many years of travelling and after the war, Mr Dittrich returned to the farm for a second
time, and now, in spite of considerable disputes about the inheritance, he was able to take over the farm.
He therefore never detached himself from the farm (nor from his mother), to whom he was an intimate

confidant.

If we put this information and related suppositions together, it signifies the following: a close relationship
grew up between Mr Dittrich and his mother in the earliest years of his life, from which the father was
excluded. It was so close that it restricted the development within Mr Dittrich of any capability to adopt

another perspective.

At the second stage of the research, the stage
of deduction, the hypotheses that have been
gained abductively are transferred to a typolo-
gizing schema, which is formulated in the nature
of a diagram; that is, an ‘““Icon”, or Sign that rep-
resents the Object in resembling it’ (Peirce
1960a: 6.471: 321). Here there is an investigation
of ‘what effects that hypothesis, if embraced,
must have in modifying our expectations
in regard to future experience’ (Peirce 1960b:
7.115: 67). To continue our example: from the
abductively formulated hypothesis about the
limitations on taking another perspective, we

conclude deductively that, from his childhood,
Mr Dittrich had a problem with the regulation of
proximity and distance that is manifest as
ambivalence. We can sketch in a diagram (see
Figure 2.1.2) what results we expect for the pre-
sent pairings and family relationships.

At the third stage in the research, the stage of
induction, the investigator’s final task is ‘that
of ascertaining how those concepts accord with
experience’ (Peirce 1960a: 6.472: 322). Now
the research, at the end of the research process,
has returned to the data. To return to our
example:
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Separated

Environmental
Family relationship
to their social surroundings
Outsiders in the village, but
dependent on the village

or

Ambivalence

Time stands still

Structural transformation

\

Interaction-structural
Husband inhibited
in his perspective,
resulting from this is a
tense relationship with
his wife

Related

Figure 2.1.2 Expected results

Limited takeover of perspectives shows its subversive power most forcibly when there has been no development
in the person concerned. It is for this reason that ‘Time stands still’ or ‘Structural transformation’ is included in
the diagram. Therefore the life of the family is being investigated both from environmental (e.g. position of
the family in the village) and from interaction-structural viewpoints, focusing on the complex of hypotheses
that are sketched in the diagram. This is done after data suited to the purpose have been collected. The ques-
tion of development is analysed separately: How was it at the beginning of the marriage? What has changed?

When and how? And what has remained the same?

Steps in the research process

The process of analysis begins with the investi-
gator collecting a small amount of data and
questioning this material. That means, ‘[ijnci-
dents, events, and happenings are taken as, ana-
lyzed as, potential indicators of phenomena,
which are given conceptual labels’ (Corbin and
Strauss 1990: 420). What is decisive is not to
separate the phase of collecting material from
that of analysing it, but to bond them together
and to collect only as much material as is neces-
sary for the analytical process. Only if this is
done can the material drive the analysis. The
individual steps are as follows (cf. Strauss 1987:
27-33).

e The investigator asks questions of the material
(Strauss calls this process ‘coding’), and in
this he or she is supported by the coding para-
digm (Strauss 1987: 27): questions are asked
about conditions/interactions among the

actors, strategies and tactics, consequences
(see 5.13).

During the process of coding the investigator
develops concepts, which are hypotheses cap-
tured in ideas, and establishes connections
between these concepts. Repeated coding of
data leads to denser concept-based relation-
ships and hence to a theory (see 4.2).

This emerging theory is constantly checked
by means of making contrasts: in a procedure
which Strauss calls ‘theoretical sampling’ and
which is driven by the developing theory,
examples are referred to that are suitable for
checking previous conclusions.

New data are constantly being coded.

The successive integration of concepts leads
to one or more key categories and thereby to
the core of the emerging theory.

The individual components of the develop-
ing theory are processed into theory-memos,
are put into a relationship and are, in the
process, extended.
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¢ Even in the final phase of theory-development
it may seem advisable to collect and code
new data - it is always the empirical dimen-
sion in which a theory has to prove itself and
to which the theory always returns in the last
instance.

e This also extends to the framing of the
emerging theory. In addition, aesthetic
requirements are made of the final report:
here the scientist should write creatively.

Grounded theory in
teaching and research

No presentation of the research style of Anselm
Strauss would be complete if it did not include
the aspects of research consultancy and teach-
ing. For Strauss ‘learning, teaching, working and
playing are inextricably combined’ (Star 1997: 1;
see 6.2).

Strauss is a good example of the school of
thought of the Humboldtian university, and
until his death in 1996, shortly before his 80th
birthday, he continued to be an embodiment of
this type of scholar.

Just as Strauss insisted on the technical detail of
the analytical process and resisted every form of
intuitive procedure, he also established guidelines
for the process of research consultancy, although
without publishing these as a form of dogma.

In any case, this would not have accorded
with Strauss’s image of humanity. Essentially,
this is characterized by a great respect for the
other party, whose perspective (in the sense of
G. H. Mead) Strauss saw as a priority. If, in this
respect, the consultant, or supervisor, of a piece of
scientific work also has to take on the responsibil-
ity for the process of consultancy of supervision,
one option consists of formulating guidelines
which the recipients of the advice can use on their
own responsibility. Again, Strauss is guided by the
fundamental principles of pragmatism when he
requires that the consultant should:

e incorporate the perspective of the person
seeking advice not only in the research
process but also in the process of the life-
history, as far as this is necessary in the interest
of the research;

e become involved in the research process of
the person seeking advice, above all remain
within the frame of reference established by
that person, and from this position ask

generative questions, that is, questions oriented
to processes and structures;

e suggest, as an option, stepping outside this
framework and trying out alternatives, when
this seems to be advisable;

e finally, treat as a touchstone for any advice
the question whether this advice provides an
answer to the problem of the person seeking
the advice.

These guidelines are compatible with a theory of
professional practice in consultancy and ther-
apy; or — to put it the other way around - from
them a theory of this kind could be developed
(cf. Welter-Enderlin and Hildenbrand 1996).
This demonstrates how close, for Strauss, is the
link between theory, methodology and practice.

3 ILLUSTRATION OF THE RESEARCH
PROCESS: A STUDY OF THE
CHRONICALLY ILL USING
GROUNDED THEORY

The questions

Anselm Strauss moved to the University of
California Medical Center in San Francisco at
the end of the 1950s. After a few months of
observation in hospitals, he decided it would be
appropriate to investigate how the processes
involved in the death of patients were handled.

This was a logical choice for several reasons: dying
was a clinical, managerial and professional
problem for hospital personnel; it was significant
sociologically as well as professionally; also it fit
my interests in the sociology of work, occupa-
tions, and organizations. (Strauss 1993a: 21)

This was followed by further investigations in
the field of medical sociology, for example, on
coming to terms with chronic illness.

Conduct of the investigation

Field research (Schatzman and Strauss 1973),
conducted on the continuum from participa-
tion as observation to observation as participa-
tion, is central to data collection; interviewing,
on the other hand, takes on a subordinate role
and is carried out only where it is indispensable.

From the beginning of data collection, con-
cepts are being developed and tested. In this a



significant part is played by ‘microscopic
examination’ (Strauss 1995a), which can be
illustrated by the following example. In their
textbook of 1990, Strauss and Corbin present a
seminar discussion of a comment from a young
handicapped man, which contained the phrase
‘Once I'm in the shower’. (This may also exem-
plify the analytical process within a research
project, since Strauss preferred to conduct
research in a team.) The expression ‘once’ is
analysed thus.

1 = Instructor
s = Student (any student)

1 Knowing the context of the interviewee’s
action, what might once mean?

s The man felt independent once he was in the
shower. A consequence.

1 Where else might he feel independent, once
he was there?

s In bed and in the wheelchair

1 Where might he feel dependent once he was
there? Another consequence, but related to a
variation in activity.

s When faced with a flight of stairs.

1 What else could once mean?

s A condition for what might come next in the
interviewee’s activity.

1 The end of one action and the beginning of the
next. The idea of phasing or sequence of action.
Let’s take another situation where the word
once might be said and compare it to this one.
Perhaps by making this comparison it will
generate other potential meanings of the
word. The situation is a track race. The speaker
says: ‘Once the gun went off, I forgot all about
the months of gruelling training.’

s Rates of movement through each phase of
action. Property of time and idea of Process.

(Strauss and Corbin 1990: 82)

In this example it may be seen how - using the
coding paradigm (in this case conditions and con-
sequences) and intellectual variation in the con-
trast-process of theoretical sampling — conceptual
horizons are developed and the formation of
concepts and theories is advanced. This allows
us to see the specific qualities and features of the
way in which Anselm Strauss did his research.

e Principle 1: Data are analysed in a research
group. The main task of the group’s leader is
‘to further a creative process by creative
minds’ (Strauss 1987: 287).

ANSELM STRAUSS @

e Principle 2: The most important instrument
to start a creative process is what Strauss calls
‘microscopic analysis’ (1995a). The members
of the group are asked to express their every-
day understanding of the first word in the
text to be analysed. In doing so, they will dis-
cover a variety of different meanings for this
word and compare them to each other. This
procedure will agitate the naive everyday
understanding of the word and thus will
enable the participants to take an analytical
attitude towards the research issue. Analysis
is not only interested in the semantic profile
of a word but concentrates on the analysis of
the ‘how’ as well, that is, how the word has
been placed, spelled out, etc. This procedure
allows analysis of the relations between mean-
ings and thus provides a basis for reaching a
structural level. This leads to

e Principle 3: The ‘microscopic analysis’ aims
at discovering the meaning between the lines
and thus at uncovering the structure of the
social object represented in a text. In his pre-
viously mentioned work, Strauss (1995a)
characterizes this procedure by using the
metaphor ‘to mine the data’ in order to dig
‘nuggets’.

e Principle 4: When the structure has been
identified in the way just described, the next
step is to express this structure by using ‘in
vivo codes’, which means by using the lan-
guage of the case itself.

e Principle 5: The developed structure is
further elaborated in a systematic comparison
in order to identify variations of the revealed
structure.

e Principle 6: The process of ‘microscopic
analysis’ follows the principle of extensive
interpretation of meanings. Practically speak-
ing, this means that analysing the first word
in a text may take an hour. Analysing mate-
rials according to the style of grounded
theory is to reveal a maximum of meaning
from a minimum of data and to avoid
detaching oneself from the text too quickly
and developing theoretical considerations
that are not grounded in the data.

Results

Admittedly this example does not tell us any-
thing about the concept to which this analysis
makes a contribution. But if one were to consider
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the study of the chronically ill within the family,
the actual study from which this example is
taken (Corbin and Strauss 1988), a number of
things become clear. Two central concepts are
used: the first is the trajectory, and the second is
work. Trajectories are categorized according to
their direction: there are stable, unstable, ascend-
ing and descending curves. Each of these direc-
tions indicates a phase, and each of these phases
requires of the actors (the sick person and the
family members) different types of work in the
different lines of work. This is why, in the exam-
ple above, there was the focus on action (as
work), and the question about dependence or
independence: according to the phase, the degrees
of autonomy of the sick person and the family
members are greater or smaller, or rather the con-
ditions imposed by the phase require different
kinds of activity on the part of the participants.

The italicized words were developed and
tested in the study that we have taken as an
example, using the procedures of sequential
analysis mentioned above. The result is a sub-
stantive theory about coping with chronic ill-
ness, but this can equally be used as the starting
point for a formal theory (Glaser and Strauss
1967: 79-99), and in this particular case, for a
theory of action (cf. Strauss 1993a; on the gen-
eral theoretical status of the notion of trajectory,
see Soeffner 1991).

4 THE PLACE OF GROUNDED
THEORY IN THE CONTEXT OF
QUALITATIVE SOCIAL RESEARCH

Grounded theory is part of the established
canon of qualitative social research. This is
demonstrated by the fact that the three authors
most closely associated with grounded theory,
Glaser, Strauss and Corbin, have the highest
number of entries in the list of authors in one of
the leading manuals of qualitative data analysis
(Miles and Hubermann 1994). In other
important textbooks in the fields of symbolic
interactionism and phenomenological socio-
logy, grounded theory also has an established
position.

During Anselm Strauss’s lifetime, processes of
differentiation in grounded theory began.
Barney Glaser, who had published the principles
of grounded theory together with Strauss
(Glaser and Strauss 1967), criticizes in his Basics
of Grounded Theory Analysis (Glaser 1992) that

Strauss increasingly had abandoned grounded
theory’s claim to be a creative alternative to the
established methodologies. Glaser associates
this tendency mainly with the book Basics of
Qualitative Research published in 1990 by
Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin (Strauss and
Corbin 1990). He criticizes the advancing codi-
fication of the coding process, aimed at a vali-
dation of theories and which is linked to an
intolerable approximation to those methodo-
logies from which a clear distinction was origi-
nally intended in The Discovery of Grounded
Theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Glaser’s cri-
tique is mainly directed at Juliet Corbin and
Anselm Strauss’s intention to make grounded
theory fit for practical use in applied sciences
such as nursing research and to make it con-
nectable to the mainstream of social science.

Adele E. Clarke has dealt with the further
development of grounded theory within the
framework of new developments in the human-
ities (cf. Clarke: forthcoming). In her opinion,
grounded theory should be reformulated in the
context of the ‘postmodern turn’. Starting from
G. H. Mead’s concept of perspective and from
Strauss’s writings on social worlds and arenas
(1991: ch. V), she emphazises the concept of the
‘map’.

However, it might be doubted that there is a
direct or necessary link from concepts like
perspective and social world to the basic
assumptions of ‘postmodern’ theories. Eagleton,
for example, criticizes postmodern theories
for their reduction of history to change, or in
other words, of structure to interaction
(Eagleton 1996). In my view, grounded theory
needs development, but not further concep-
tual dissolution in the area of analysing struc-
tures. Instead, it would be important to
develop concepts for mediating structure and
action.

What role does grounded theory actually play
in the methodological canon of qualitative
social research? Grounded theory was developed
by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in the con-
text of a research project on the death of
patients in hospital (Glaser and Strauss 1965Db).
From this starting point, grounded theory has
begun to play an influential role in research in
the fields of nursing, education and social work.
A methodology that aims at developing middle
range theories (Merton 1967) is especially attrac-
tive for these disciplines of applied sciences.
Beyond this, however, grounded theory today



plays a significant role in all fields of social
science. Since a growing number of researchers
in the grounded theory tradition deal with basic
research, the approach is increasingly exposed
to competition with the classical research
paradigms.

A different question is how close to or how
distant from the various efforts of working with
grounded theory remain to the original ideas in
The Discovery of Grounded Theory. A journey
through the Internet gives the impression of
creative variety, but also of disillusionment. A
split between a faction of adherents of Strauss
on the one hand and those of Glaser on the
other cannot be overlooked. My impression is
that the former has stronger ties to academia
than the latter. As a consequence, members of
the Glaser faction are not compelled to compete
as much as those of the Strauss faction, who
hold positions in the academic world.

What are the remaining characteristics of
grounded theory beyond such internal differ-
ences? Chiefly it seems to promise primarily not
to reflect the research process but to push it
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forward, that is, with a minimum investment in
data collection to achieve a maximum of data
analysis and subsequent theory formation. This
is guaranteed by the use of analysis from the
very beginning, by theoretical sampling and by
constantly returning to the data.
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Goffman’s methods are determined by his
central object, face-to-face interaction. In this
Goffman sees predominantly — and the whole of
his method is marked by this — a world of implicit
knowledge that actors can barely articulate or
‘say’ because of its habitual nature. The kind of
knowledge he means is manifest, for example, in
the equally unconsidered and subtly adapted
behaviours of looking, smiling, tactful avoidance
or repartee. A result of the ‘unconscious’ nature
of this kind of behaviour (Giddens speaks of
‘practical consciousness’ as opposed to ‘discur-
sive consciousness’) is the limited nature of
methods that depend on explanations and self-
descriptions from the actors under investigation
(for example, interviews, or personal biographi-
cal evidence). In Goffman’s view, laboratory
experiments are even more limited in value
because they eliminate precisely what ought to
be investigated first, the ‘social’ nature of (inter-
active) behaviour.

The set of methods that Goffman used in place
of what he called ‘traditional investigative proce-
dures’ (Goffman 1971: XVI) will be listed below.

1 NATURALISTIC OBSERVATION

Goffman developed interaction ethology (1971: X).
The aim of this methodological framework

is to investigate the processes of interaction
‘naturalistically’, that is, first to discover and
document them in their ‘matural milieu’. In a
posthumously published lecture on fieldwork,
Goffman (1989) stresses that it is a matter of get-
ting as close as possible to the objects of
research, and of subjecting oneself as authenti-
cally as possible to the circumstances of their
life. Only in this way can the decisive goal be
reached, that of a high degree of familiarity with
the practice in question and its actors. In this
familiarity Goffman sees a preliminary stage of
sociological information which is then arranged
at a first level when the investigator succeeds in
discovering natural behaviour patterns in appar-
ently unordered streams of behaviour.

In his early works Goffman uses naturalistic
observation primarily to mean ‘participant obser-
vation’ (see 5.5). Working, in this sense, as an
‘ethnologist of his own culture’ (Dahrendorf’s
term), he observes, on the one hand, normal
‘everyday life’. On the other hand he invokes
particular, remarkable and separate worlds
beyond the layman’s everyday world. A remote
community of peasant farmers, a gaming casino
and a psychiatric institution are the best-known
examples. Goffman’s studies of these (cf. 1959,
1961a, 1961b) show the systematic possibilities
that sociological observers have of using their
own ‘alienness’ as a generator of information.



By becoming familiar, as an ‘outsider’, with the
society and meanings under investigation, the
researcher may experience their peculiarities as
a set of differences from what he/she has taken
for granted.

In his later work Goffman sees a special and
especially important option for naturalistic
observation in the use of audio-visual recording
equipment (see 5.6, 5.7). With ‘recorded’ data,
they produce, in his opinion, a qualitatively
new basis for ‘microfunctional study, that is an
examination of the role of a bit of behaviour in
the stream which precedes co-occurs and
follows’ (Goffman 1979: 24). From his belief that
the ‘coincidence of a subject matter and record-
ing technology ... places the student in an
entirely novel relation to his data, (Goffman
1979: 24), he does not draw the conclusion,
however, that media recordings should be privi-
leged or allowed to play the only central role.

Goffman’s basic position on the question of
data tends to be ‘pluralistic’. He makes use of a
range of materials in order to obtain alternative
and complementary access routes to his research
objects and alternative bases for comparison. It
is also important that Goffman relies on the
richness of his own primary experience and on
newspaper ‘stories’.

2 METAPHORS, MODELS,
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

From the very beginning Goffman’s ‘naturalism’
means mote than simply ‘empiricism’. In
Goffman we are dealing rather with a ‘theoreti-
cally oriented empiricist’ (Collins 1980: 174).
Goffman’s full observational, analytical and
descriptive strategy therefore consists of using
metaphors, concepts and models. For example,
Goffman uses theatrical metaphors (1959), a rit-
ual model (1967, 1971, 1979) and the game-
theory (1969). On the one hand he is concerned
with the generation of conceptual and meaning
devices that are applicable, in the sense of a
‘strategy of analogies’ (Lenz 1991: 57), to the
widest range of social practices. On the other
hand Goffman aims at sociological information
by means of relative alienation from social real-
ity, that is, the familiar reality of everyday life.
Many of Goffman’s ‘discoveries’ are a result of
the reflective and distancing perspective of his
‘frames’ that give new significance to the obvi-
ous and the well-known (cf. Williams 1988: 73).
Here it is important that Goffman relies on certain
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interpretative tools which, like the theatre or
games, have their own world of meaning and
reality which, however, resembles that of the
object of investigation. This is the basis of
Goffman’s ‘comparative analysis’ which leads -
in a systematic and empirically valid manner —
to the determination of identities, relationships
and also differences.

Goffman practises this strategy in a number of
studies which, in terms of the ‘interaction order’
(Goffman 1983), have the same object of inter-
est, but which are framed from different per-
spectives. This corresponds to his idea that there
is both an unbridgeable gulf between sociologi-
cal objects and methods of interpretation and
also that the different methods of interpretation
each have their own relativity. Goffman coun-
ters this relativity — that is, the specific blindness
attached to every individual perspective in an
investigation — with a pluralization of his own
perspectives.

3 FROM ABNORMALITY
TO NORMALITY

One of Goffman’s most important research
strategies has been called by Hans Oswald
(1984: 212) ‘the method of extreme contrast’
and by Paul Drew and Anthony Wootton (1988: 7)
‘the investigation of the normal through the
abnormal’. This refers to the fact that Goffman
uses extremes, deviations, crises, instances of
anomie and other ‘abnormalities’ as bridges to
the understanding of normal forms.

Ultimately, therefore, Goffman’s analyses of
strategic interaction aim to shed light on the
structural principles of everyday interaction.
Similarly, Goffman elaborates the ‘negative
experience’ (1974: 378) in which normality col-
lapses, is broken or never exists. Extreme experi-
ences, such as those of psychiatric inmates,
provide Goffman (1961b, 1963a) with a way
into what ultimately ‘holds normality together’.

Apart from his reliance on ‘natural’ con-
trasts or deviations, Goffman’s way of using
‘artificial’ deviations and irritations is totally in
accord with other approaches within qualitative
social research. There is a kind of ‘crisis experi-
ment’ (see 3.2) in his investigation of gender
representation in advertising photographs
(1979). There he recommends that the gender of
the subjects displayed should be mentally inter-
changed to reveal implicit expectations of nor-
mal forms. This ‘technique’ could rely on the
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‘vast social competence of the eye and the
impressive consensus sustained by viewers’
(1979: 25). Here, as everywhere else, Goffman
assumes that social scientists may make analyti-
cal use of their intuitive (habitus-)knowledge
because they share this with other members of
society.

4 DECONSTRUCTIONS

Goffman also pursues his goal of unveiling
social ‘meaning mechanisms’ and ‘mental
machination’ with a kind of sociological deep-
structure hermeneutics that ‘deconstructs’ such
daily-life constructs as that of the speaker and
such distinctions as that between truth and
falsehood (see, for example, 1959, 1961a, 1971,
1981). Goffman’s first monograph, The Presen-
tation of Self in Everyday Life, which deconstructs
the ‘individual’ into various dramaturgical func-
tions and elements, was already conceived
along these lines and may therefore be under-
stood programmatically.

The systematic high point in Goffman'’s
‘deconstructivist’ perspective is, without doubt,
his Frame Analysis (1974). Goffman’s strategy of
frame analysis, used to reveal “unconscious’
meaning complexity, corresponds to a complex
system of concepts that permits the identifica-
tion of different classes of frames and the
description of logical transformational relation-
ships between different frames. Transcending
the level of interaction (and thereby the bound-
aries of microsociology), Goffman analyses and
deconstructs the reflexivity and stratification of
various kinds of social meaning.

5 MATERIAL CLASSIFICATIONS, IDEAL
TYPOLOGIES, DIFFERENTIATIONS

One variant of Goffman'’s way of handling phe-
nomena and data may be labelled ‘subsumption —
logical’. In Gender Advertisements he pursues his
analytical goal on the basis of arranging and
rearranging a variety of pictorial material. He
makes the subsumption of ‘superficially’ diverse
data which, on the principle of ‘trial and error’,
he locates hypothetically in one and the same
frame (1979: 25). The classification of the mate-
rials reveals a kind of form, namely a structural
identity, that emerges from the recorded differ-
ential contexts. The depth and breadth of the

contextual differences in the materials somehow
convey, according to Goffman, ‘a sense of struc-
ture, a sense of a single organization underlying
mere surface differences’ (1979: 25).

The logic of this procedure corresponds to
Max Weber’s notion of ideal types to which
Goffman explicitly refers in Asylums as his
‘method’ (1961b: 5). Concepts such as that of
the ‘total institution’ are therefore abstract
constructs, incorporating a large number of
different phenomena (cf. Manning 1992: 21).
Accordingly, Goffman strives to show how the
elaboration of significant differences follows
from the identification of common features
(1961b: 5). For example, when he brings
together social structures such as monasteries,
concentration camps, psychiatric institutions,
barracks and merchant ships and identifies
them as ‘total institutions’, he then - in the next
step — deals with the limitations of this frame,
deriving from the structural peculiarities of the
phenomena in question. Goffman handles
every kind of data according to the same princi-
ple. For him the search for apparent or real dis-
crepancies of facts and ‘exceptions to the rule’ is
as important, in terms of research strategy, as
the procedure of sorting in the search for an

(ideal) typology.

6 SEQUENTIAL ANALYSIS

Another of Goffman’s range of research strate-
gies is ‘sequential analysis’, the aim of which is
to reconstruct the sequence of events in the
process of interaction (cf. 1971, 1981). The pro-
cedure of sequential analysis, which ethno-
methodological conversation analysis (see 5.17)
and structural hermeneutics (see 5.16) see as
their core, relates to a notion of (interaction-)
order that does not only consist of the serial
adjacency of two utterances. ‘Sequence’ rather
refers to the specific linking of elements of
behaviour to a ‘genuine sequential pattern. An
utterance, such as a “question”, can have
“sequential” implications to the extent that it
establishes, in respect of the following “turn(s)”,
by what speaker, through what activity, by what
kind of utterance, and so on, it is to be realised’
(Bergmann 1991: 310). In the sense of this inter-
pretation, and relating explicitly to ethno-
methodological conversation analysis, Goffman
also requires the investigator to uncover the
sequencing: ‘We deal with the sequencing of



action in which the move of one participant is
followed by that of another, the first move
establishing the environment for the second
and the second confirming the meaning of the
first’ (1971: 149).

Admittedly the sequential analysis postulated
and practised by conversation analysts, as a pure
‘systemic analysis’, where ‘the process of com-
munication [is] more or less conceptualized as
an independently organized system’ (Bergmann
1991: 311), was considered by Goffman to be
inadequate. What Goffman objects to here is
the detachment or denial of the moral-ritual
dimension of social practice, defined in culture-
specific terms. It is in this dimension that
Goffman discovers a distinctive and distinctively
sequential ordering (cf., for example, 1967,
1971).

7 DOUBLE HERMENEUTICS

One of Goffman’s most important research
strategies seeks to discover implicit meaning
patterns and ‘world-views’ in the practice of
everyday life, whether they be common to all
members of society or limited to particular
social groups. ‘One must’, he says in Frame
Analysis, ‘try to form an image of the group’s
framework of frameworks - its belief system, its
“cosmoslogy” — even though this is a domain
that close students of contemporary social life
have usually been happy to give over to others’
(Goffman 1974: 27). Frederic Jameson (1976),
referring to this essential idea of Goffman’s
research programme, spoke of his ‘theory of
theories’. Anthony Giddens (cf. 1984: 12ff.)
called Goffman'’s approach ‘double hermeneu-
tics’ — ‘double’ because it is to do with the art of
interpreting everyone’s ‘art of interpretation’
(see 5.21).

This does not only refer to meaning structures
and skills of judgement at the level of interac-
tion. Goffman is also rather more concerned
with practical constituents of knowledge or
types of ‘hermeneutics’ that more or less corre-
spond to complex life-forms and identities. In
this he assumes ‘that any group of persons —
prisoners, primitives, pilots or patients — develop a
life of their own that becomes meaningful, rea-
sonable and normal once you get close to it, and
that a good way to learn about any of these worlds
is to submit oneself in the company of the
members to the daily round of petty contingencies
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to which they are subject’ (Goffman 1961b: IXf.).
In addition to participant observation (see 5.5),
Goffman also relies on a reflexive knowledge of
particular classes of actors. As we have already
said, Goffman is assuming that the knowledge
of ‘life-practitioners’ is of a predominantly
intuitive-unconscious nature (and therefore not
testable), but he also believes that extreme or
borderline cases, such as stigmatized people,
adulterers, spies, kings, or concentration camp
inmates, acquire, through their deviation from
normality, a kind of discursive knowledge
about normality. Goffman separates this ‘para-
sociological’ knowledge, for example, from
cleverness as a type, and uses it simultaneously
to make inner social perspectives transparent. In
this way, from ‘asylums’ one can also learn the
‘meaning’ of how the social world of the clinic
is ‘subjectively experienced’ by the inmates
(1961b: IX, cf. von Kardorff 1991: 337).

8 CONCEPT CONSTRUCTIONS

For Goffman the development of a conceptual
reference system ‘into which a continuously
larger number of facts can be placed’ (1971:
XVI) is a major task for his discipline. Goffman
set himself this task in the context of an inter-
play of theoretical and empirical work. Instead
of forming ‘top-down’ theories he first imported
conceptualization techniques into empirical
work. This procedure pursues two principal
goals: first, he is concerned with perspectives
‘that reorder our view of social activity’ (1971:
XVI); secondly it is a matter of organizing, or
reorganizing, large and diverse quantities of
data. What is decisive is that the starting point
of Goffman'’s approach always lies in empirical
work, and from its varying particularity he then
decides on a guiding analytical perspective, such
as the theatre model. Goffman achieves the sep-
aration of the different guiding perspectives
from conceptual systems of relationships by set-
ting up hierarchies of ‘partial constructs’. The
development of these is carried out in terms of
more or less abstract basic conceptual distinc-
tions, for example the distinction between ‘key-
ing’ and ‘fabrication’ (cf. 1974: 40ff.). To this is
always attached a network of further distinc-
tions in differing layers of abstraction that come
increasingly close to the empirical. All of this
always takes place during the processing of, and
confrontation with, materials on which the
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concepts have to prove themselves. (cf.
Williams 1988: 71). The final objective of this
both inductive and deductive procedure is a
formal analytical language that will make it
possible to describe the field of face-to-face
interaction.

Goffman achieves the highest level of for-
malization in his ‘frame analysis’. There he suc-
ceeded in developing a ‘meta-schema’ for the
analytical description of the interaction order
which also substantially incorporated his
earlier conceptual apparatus. This meta-schema
and its precursors in Goffman’s work are, as a
sociological ‘map’ and as a theoretical-analytical
programme, rather closer to Parsons’s sociology
than is generally believed. Goffman’s critical
distance and even opposition to Parsons
cannot hide the fact that his approach deserves
the title of ‘structural-functionalism’ that is

normally associated with Parsons. And even
Parsons’s formalism finds, in Goffman’s
sociology, not an opponent but rather an
emulation.
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Harold Garfinkel (b. 1917) is widely known
today as the founder of ethnomethodology. He
gave this research approach its name, and in his
early work, which appeared in his 1967 collec-
tion Studies in Ethnomethodology, he created the
theoretical, conceptual and methodological
foundations of the approach. The subject of eth-
nomethodology, according to Garfinkel, is prac-
tical everyday action in situations. Its goal is to
determine the practices and procedures (or
methods) that are taken for granted, and by
means of which members of a society (or eth-
nos), in their actions, make their own behaviour
perceptible and recognizable, and structure and
order meaningfully the reality that surrounds
them. Unlike the work of Erving Goffman (see
2.2), which dates from about the same period,
Garfinkel’s works are much more cumbersome
and inaccessible: they are basic in their
demands, thoroughly programmatic in charac-
ter, and for these reasons are often very opaque.
In spite of this, or perhaps even because of this,
Garfinkel has attracted a large number of fol-
lowers who made ‘ethnomethodology’ into a
school of its own. In the 1960s and 1970s con-
versation analysis (see 5.17) developed out of
ethnomethodology, as an independent research
orientation that concentrates on identifying the
structural mechanisms of linguistic and non-
linguistic interaction. In conversation analysis
the work of Harvey Sacks (1935-1975), in parti-
cular his Lectures (1992), was of fundamental

importance. For reasons that will be explained
below, both Garfinkel and Sacks were very
reserved in explaining and setting out the meth-
ods of their procedure. It will therefore be all the
more revealing to examine the research style of
these two scientists more closely.

1 SCIENTIFIC AND
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Garfinkel’s decision to place everyday action at
the centre of social scientific interest was not
due to a fascination with the exotic nature of
trivial matters. It is based, rather, on a theoreti-
cal consideration with many underlying assump-
tions. Garfinkel’s starting point is a theme that
is known in sociology as the Hobbesian
Problem, and relates to the question of how
social order is possible when human beings
pursue egoistical goals and are therefore
constantly in conflict with one another.
Garfinkel began with the reflections of Talcott
Parsons (1937), his doctoral supervisor, who had
set out in his theory of social action a general
framework for sociology, and who dominated
international sociological debate at that time.
Parsons saw the solution of the problem of
social order not in utilitarian models of society,
but in a way already landmarked by Durkheim
and Freud: social order, he claimed, results from
the collective adoption and internalization of
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commonly shared values and norms, and this
not only restrains the egotistical tendencies of
individuals but also exerts cultural control over
the objects of their desires. Garfinkel, however,
in his dissertation The Perception of the Other: A
Study in Social Order, made this kind of solution
the target of a theoretically developed critique,
supported by an empirical interview-based
study. (On the relationship between Parsons and
Garfinkel cf., in particular, Heritage 1984.)

In his criticism of Parsons, Garfinkel relies
essentially on the works of Alfred Schiitz, who
was already - in the course of a correspondence
with Parsons (Schiitz 1978) in the early 1940s —
expressing reservations about Parsons’s failure
in his work to clarify the subjective perspective.
This is where Garfinkel also begins. His criticism
is that the specific adaptations, interpretations,
translations and decisions made by actors are
glossed over as irrelevant or neutralized by the
model of scientific-rational action. He argues
that the solution to the problem of social order
can only be found in the elementary processes
of the everyday constitution of meaning, that is,
by investigating how actors, in their day-to-day
activities, transmit cultural norms and values to
a situation, agree with others and make them
relevant to their actions. Because the interest of
ethnomethodology is based, from a theoretical
point of view, only in the situational practices of
everyday life, it is not surprising that Garfinkel
(1991: 11) — in one of his later texts on Parsons’s
(1937) Structure of Social Action - claims that
‘Ethnomethodology has its origins in this won-
derful book. Its earliest initiatives were taken
from these texts.’

Although in preparing his dissertation
Garfinkel was looking primarily at Parsons’s
theory of action and the subsequent develop-
ment of ethnomethodology was not yet in
sight, we already find, in this early work, at least
the germ of many concepts and aspects that
characterize the style of his later work: the sharp
distinction he draws between scientific and
everyday rationality; the transfer of meaning
constitution from a transcendental or psycho-
logical frame of reference to the social events of
everyday life; the idea of social order not as a
fixable, almost material fact, but as a continuous
creation over time; the centring of research
interest on the adaptable situational practices of
actors; the uncompromising refusal to accept
general schemata to explain social action; the
bold ‘empirical’ readings of theoretical texts. To

these characteristics a sharp and sometimes
polemical confrontation with conventional
‘formal analysis’ (Garfinkel 1996) was added in
Garfinkel’s later work.

In the mid-1950s, Harold Garfinkel and
Harvey Sacks met for the first time (at a seminar
led by Parsons at Harvard). At that time Sacks
was studying law at Yale University, but he was
less interested in practising law as an attorney
than in discovering how law functioned as an
institution (Schegloff, in Sacks 1992). For Sacks's
further intellectual development the first thing
that was of decisive significance was the contin-
uing interchange with Garfinkel, and the
second was the environment in the University
of California at Berkeley, where he moved at the
end of the 1950s. It was here that, in the fol-
lowing years, Erving Goffman in particular had
a strong influence on Sacks and on other later
ethnomethodologists (David Sudnow) and con-
versation analysts (Emanuel Schegloff).
Goffman’s first book (The Presentation of Self in
Everyday Life) appeared in 1959 and turned the
investigation of face-to-face communication
into an independent area of study. From the
Lectures that Sacks began to give from 1964, and
which he had recorded, transcribed and circu-
lated, we may conclude that, in addition to the
development of his research interests, he
attached great significance to the late work of
Wittgenstein, classical philosophy and logic, the
ethnographies of the Chicago School and cul-
tural anthropology, generative grammar and the
work of Freud. But he used all of these works
rather as thought-stimuli and resources and -
without being particularly faithful to the origi-
nal - turned them to his own interests. On the
other hand, what remained of central impor-
tance to him was Garfinkel’s attempt to make
the methodical nature of everyday action in its
situational practices into the primary subject of
investigation.

2 DEVELOPMENT OF THE
RESEARCH PROGRAMME

Nowhere is a more accessible and convincing
representation of the ethnomethodological
research programme to be found than in one
episode reported by Garfinkel himself under the
title ‘Shils’ complaint’ (Garfinkel et al. 1981:
133). In 1954, Fred Strodtbeck of the University
of Chicago Law School was appointed to analyse



tape-recordings that had been secretly made of
the deliberations of jurors. When Strodtbeck
suggested using Bales’s categories of interaction
process analysis for this analysis, Edward Shils
warned that ‘By using Bales’ Interaction Process
Analysis I'm sure we'll learn what about a jury’s
deliberations makes them a small group. But we
want to know what about their deliberations
makes them a jury.” The fact that Strodtbeck
countered this by claiming that Shils would ask
the wrong question and Shils then agreed with
this claim, was seen by Garfinkel as part of the
moral of this story: Garfinkel was convinced
that Shils had in fact asked the right question,
but that the social sciences are not equipped
with appropriate concepts and methods
to translate Shils’s criticism into investigable
phenomena. Shils’s question is an exemplary
formulation of what ethnomethodology is try-
ing to achieve in its research programme: not to
subsume a social phenomenon under a familiar
sociological category, but to work out by
what practical methods ‘something’ becomes
‘something’.

Garfinkel prescribes for ethnomethodology a
constitutive-analytical programme and criticizes
traditional sociology and social research for
ignoring the question of how a social phenom-
enon is constituted in the situational practices
of actors, and for using — without further clarifi-
cation - everyday knowledge and common-
sense practices as resources, instead of making
these into its subject of study. In the early phase
of ethnomethodology this was a recurrent
theme that Garfinkel reflects in his papers on a
range of different phenomena. An example of
this is the subject of ‘suicide’, which is suitable
as an illustration of the new-style ethnomethodo-
logical way of looking at things because
Durkheim had contributed a classical study to
this topic that was important for the establish-
ment of sociology as a discipline. In Durkheim’s
work, the ethnomethodologists argue, we find
everyday knowledge about ‘suicide’ and the use
of this category without any more precise clarifi-
cation. What Sacks holds against this practice
(1963: 8) is that ‘till we have described the cate-
gory, suicide, i.e. produced a description of the
procedure employed for assembling cases of the
class, the category is not even potentially part of
the sociological apparatus’. Garfinkel (1967a:
11-18) himself also subsequently showed, in
a participant observation, the situational practi-
cal procedures used by a coroner to ‘confirm’ a
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suicide and to construct, for a discovered body,
an ‘account of how a death really-for-all-practical-
purposes-happened’, using particular identifi-
able clues.

Since ethnomethodology makes into its
object of investigation whatever was used in tra-
ditional sociology and social research as an
unquestioned resource and precondition, its
procedures could not simply rely on the estab-
lished methods of data collection, data process-
ing and theory construction. In the first place,
the object of ethnomethodology - the situa-
tional practices for generating reality — would be
eliminated if social events are methodically
processed by coding and numerical-statistical
transformation. And in the second place, these
practices cannot simply be accessed through an
interview. They are, in Garfinkel’s words, ‘seen
but unnoticed’ in everyday life. Judgements as
to whether everyday actors’ statements or decla-
rations are appropriate, relevant, meaningful
and so on are always practical judgements,
because they are assessed and accepted with the
help of situational procedures in respect of prac-
tical goals and needs. For this reason,
ethnomethodology adopts an attitude of ‘indif-
ference’ towards them (Garfinkel and Sacks
1970: 344ff.). This implies that ethnomethodo-
logy, in realizing its constitutional-analytical
programme, cannot simply depend on inter-
view responses (unless there is some enquiry
into what, in the behaviour of parties con-
cerned, makes an interview into an interview).

With its focus on the local practices and
unvarnished details that constitute a social
phenomenon, ethnomethodology seeks, in its
own investigations, to collect data in which the
events it is looking at are conserved. This obliges
the discipline to use a conserving mode of data
recording (Bergmann 1985), where social events
are preserved in their raw form, irrespective of
plausibility or expectations of behaviour. This is
the background for the interest of ethno-
methodologists, which started in the 1960s, in
tape- and video-recordings of social interactions
in ‘natural’ or unmanaged contexts, and in the
development of transcription conventions that
made it possible to fix a conversation in writing
without either orthographic ‘normalization’ or
reduction. Of course, this creation of a method
out of an ethnomethodological perspective is
not without problems. By its own admissions,
general non-object-dependent categories and
rules — and methods are in principle nothing
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more than this — should not be used in the
investigation of a social phenomenon, because
otherwise there is a risk that the specific genera-
tive procedures and ‘identifying features’
(Garfinkel) of this phenomenon will be lost or
prejudiced. It is therefore only consistent that
Garfinkel’s study of a transsexual person, or the
practice in conversation analysis of processing
and presenting data by means of transcripts,
should themselves be ethnomethodologically
deconstructed (cf. Anderson and Sharrock 1984;
Rogers 1992).

In the formative years of ethnomethodology
and conversation analysis, Garfinkel and Sacks,
when dealing with the objectives that character-
ized Garfinkel’s texts in particular, firmly
refused every request to make the procedural
rules of their approach explicit and to make
them binding in the sense of a school of
method. (This is perhaps one of the reasons why
Garfinkel and Sacks published comparatively little
and had more influence through oral forms
of academic communication - and here one
might also think of Wittgenstein.) For methods
of investigation Garfinkel postulated a ‘unique
adequacy requirement’, which means that
methods must be so fashioned that they are
uniquely suited to their object — but this can
only be decided after information about the
object of investigation has successfully been
obtained, which therefore makes any formaliza-
tion impossible. Prescriptions and canoniza-
tions of particular methods were subsequently
developed - particularly in conversation analysis —
and even today these still attract criticism from
many ethnomethodologists. The representatives
of the two positions are, however, united in the
conviction that methods should never come
before the object of study and in doubtful cases
must even be sacrificed.

3 RESEARCH PRACTICE

If one wishes to characterize ethnomethodology
and conversation analysis as qualitative
approaches, on the basis of the work of Garfinkel
and Sacks, and in addition to describe the meth-
ods in a systematic way, then on the basis of the
properties of these approaches that we have out-
lined, a very diffuse picture emerges. In data col-
lection ethnographic methods (see 5.5) are
used, and in particular methods of data record-
ing; Sacks and other researchers frequently

also rely on process-generated data — such as
tape-recordings of telephone conversations with
a ‘Suicide Prevention Center’. What is decisive is
that social events are documented in their
‘natural’ context and in their real chronological
sequence. Garfinkel, in the ‘studies of work’ that
he inaugurated (see 3.2), required the researcher
to become familiar with the specific compe-
tences of the workplace being investigated — an
extreme requirement that can only be met in
exceptional cases. Conversation analysis, on the
other hand, was frequently satisfied with data
consisting of simple tape-recordings of conver-
sations, without any requirement for a
more profound knowledge of the conversational
context.

In accordance with their constitutional-
analytical approach, Garfinkel and Sacks viewed
questions merely as a global theoretical tool;
they only take on their particular relevance
when they are faced with the material that has
been collected. In interpreting data both ethno-
methodology and conversation analysis normally
begin with familiar social scenes and intuitively
intelligible communicative utterances, and
attempt to discover analytically from these the
formal procedures by means of which the struc-
tures and events of the social world are consti-
tuted in the behaviour of the actors. It is
mastery of such procedures that makes up the
interpretative and interactive competences of
the actors, and it is only through them that they
become members of a society. Since these com-
petences are largely a matter of routine, how-
ever, they do not normally attract attention and
are difficult for the researcher to access. But in
order to make visible the products of social real-
ity that are concealed in the same social reality,
Garfinkel, Sacks and other ethnomethodologists
and conversation analysts have always employed
certain tricks that are designed to assist
in exposing the opaque nature of the everyday
world. Three of these tricks will now be
outlined:

1 In his dissertation (Garfinkel 1963: 187)
Garfinkel already followed the strategy of ask-
ing, on the basis of a stable system of action,
what one would need to do to create disorder.
The motivation behind this was that the same
operations that are necessary to evoke anomie
and disorganization could also provide the key
to understanding how social structures are
maintained. The crisis experiments carried out



by Garfinkel and his students indeed managed
to bring about confusion and annoyance in the
parties concerned. Ultimately, however, they
were not very significant from an analytical or
revelatory viewpoint, and served rather as a way
of demonstrating to non-ethnomethodologists
that the everyday world contains hidden struc-
tural features that had previously been taken for
granted. It should be noted that Garfinkel never
abandoned the idea of making heuristic use of
critical occurrences where social order breaks
down. In his ‘studies of work’, for example, he
therefore examines the presence and effect of
‘procedural troublemakers’, that is, persons who
are blind, confined to wheelchairs, or who suf-
fer from other handicaps, because ‘with these
“troublemakers”, work’s incarnate social organi-
zational details are revealed by overcoming their
transparency’ (Garfinkel 1996: 12). A further
example is provided by Garfinkel’s student
Robillard (1999), who made use of his own dis-
ability — he suffers from progressive paralysis
and is dependent on technological support
to enable him to communicate - to gain
insight into the practices that enable us to
perceive everyday phenomena as normal and
natural (cf. further examples in Schwartz and
Jacobs 1979).

2 An opposing and apparently paradoxical
movement is characteristic of the methods of
ethnomethodology and conversation analysis.
This consists of approaching as closely as poss-
ible the social event being investigated during
the research process but at the same time dis-
tancing oneself from it. In conversation analysis
this approaching consists of overcoming the
fleeting nature of the observed social events by
making audiovisual recordings. These are then
fixed by precise transcription (see 5.9) in a writ-
ten form in their smallest and apparently most
insignificant details, and the representation
becomes progressively more fine-grained and
richer in nuance through repeated listening and
viewing of the social events being investigated.
Conversation analysts therefore put a social
object under the microscope and examine it in
a way that is not possible in the normal haste of
everyday life and which is alien to current prac-
tice in the social sciences. At the same time,
however, they distance themselves from
the social object of their investigation by avoid-
ing the normal everyday practice of making
social events intelligible by hurriedly attribut-
ing motives to them. In addition they do not

HAROLD GARFINKEL AND HARVEY SACKS @

replace the recorded utterances and behavioural
sequences with condensing and interpretative
paraphrases, and they admit knowledge of the
context of a social interaction into an analysis
only in a highly controlled and measured form.
The point of this attitude of conversation analysis,
simultaneously approaching and distancing
itself from its object of investigation, is to focus
the analysts’ attention completely on the inter-
action order of social behaviour and its creation
by the participants. The aim is to reconstruct
the constructive achievements of the interact-
ing partners, and also to observe their observa-
tions, to interpret their interpretations and to
find the methods in their (ethno-)methods.

3 Both ethnomethodologists and conversa-
tion analysts are committed to using, in their
research work, procedures and methods the
analysis of which they have selected as the
theme of their investigation. In the interpreta-
tion of an action or an utterance they have no
other choice than to make continual use of their
competence as members of society and to
employ their intuitive understanding. But ethno-
methodology and conversation analysis both
seek not simply to use intuition but to take a
step back from the analyst’s own intuition and
to analyse the underlying generative mecha-
nisms of this intuition. In this way Harvey Sacks
(1972), in a paper that has now become well
known, analyses a story told by a three-year-old
girl: ‘The baby cried. The mommy picked it up.’
First he presents his own intuitive understand-
ing of this story, that the mother who picks up
the baby is the mother of this particular baby,
even though there is no explicit personal pro-
noun to mark this kind of relationship. His
paper then turns to the problem of reconstruct-
ing that led him - and presumably most other
people who hear this story — to the intuitive
understanding that he describes. (For another
ethnomethodological study of the same kind,
with a paradigmatic character, cf. Smith 1978.)

To make easier this rather difficult distancing
from one’s own intuitive understanding, Sacks
made use of a trick. One sees a person and intu-
itively notes that this person is ‘angry’. But
what is it in the behaviour of this person that
evokes the intuition of ‘angry’? Sacks directs
attention to these fundamental production
practices by placing before the intuitively per-
ceived marker of person the phrase ‘doing being’.
So ‘angry’ becomes ‘[doing being| angry’, and a
person intuitively perceived as being a policeman
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becomes a ‘[doing being] a policeman’. Now
there is a possibility of breaking down indivi-
dual intuition into observable production
practices (Sacks 1984).

This recourse to individual intuitive under-
standing is by no means a rule for Garfinkel and
Sacks. On the contrary, for both of them it is not
intuition and spontaneous understanding but
observation that is of fundamental methodolog-
ical importance. For Garfinkel and Sacks intu-
itive understanding does not play the role of the
final piece of evidence; it is not explanatory but
rather, as something created, has to be
explained. For this reason those observable states
of order in social behaviour that go against intu-
ition must also be investigated to establish the
meaningful nature of their production.

4 GARFINKEL, SACKS AND
QUALITATIVE SOCIAL RESEARCH

Garfinkel and Sacks have made no explicit pro-
nouncements on questions of qualitative social
research. But from their criticism of quantitative
research and from their own research practice —
their interpretative approach, their orientation
towards the subjective perspective of actors, the
tendency to use case studies, and so on - it is
absolutely clear that in their own minds they
associated themselves with qualitative social
research, because it gives a better guarantee of
preserving the integrity of data. From this it also
becomes clear what their specific contribution
to qualitative social research consists of. Their
work shows that the construction of social real-
ity can be observed in the communicative
processes and situational practices of everyday
life; they draw attention to the fact that
research must analyse its social objects within

the timescale in which life takes place; they
demonstrate the enormous gain that can be
made for sociology in considering apparently
insignificant details; and they encourage mis-
trust both towards individual common-sense
interpretations and towards the scientific cate-
gories that scientists all too gladly use in han-
dling data. Helmuth Plessner (1974: 146) once
wrote of Husserl’s phenomenology that it was
characterized by ‘the tendency to abolish philo-
sophical theories and “-isms”, viewpoints and
principles, to dispense with the systematic unit
as opposed to the surging wealth of concrete
themes, by the will to work and openness to the
public, respect for the small, patience with the
partial, modesty in face of the immeasurable’. It
is this attitude which — mediated by Alfred Schiitz —
also characterizes the research style of Garfinkel
and Sacks. Their unconditional orientation
towards the matter in hand and the secondary
role of method are perhaps the most important —
if rather ambivalent - contribution that ethno-
methodology and conversation analysis, by their
own example, will make to a more general
methodology of qualitative social research.
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Paul Willis is considered to be the most
important exponent of ethnographic research
in the context of the Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies (CCCS) in Birmingham. His
study Learning to Labour — How Working Class
Kids Get Working Class Jobs (1977) is a fieldwork-
based investigation of the transition from
school to the world of work. Using the example
of an informal group of secondary school
students he traces the processes whereby school-
leavers see the decision to opt for unqualified
jobs in the area of material production as
a conscious choice deriving from cultural
factors. Learning to Labour is now regarded as a
classic and equated in importance with such
works as William F. Whyte’s (1955) Street Corner
Society.

1 PAUL WILLIS AND THE CCCS

Willis’s ethnographic work came out of the
CCCS. The CCCS was set up in 1964, on the
initiative of Richard Hoggart, at the University
of Birmingham Department of English as a post-
graduate course and was led by him, unofficially,
from 1964 and officially from 1972. His succes-
sor was Stuart Hall, under whose leadership
the Centre has won international acclaim,

with cultural studies becoming a trademark for
interdisciplinary teaching and research (see 3.9).

The early Hoggart phase of the CCCS empha-
sized the enlargement of the discipline of liter-
ary criticism to include the products of popular
and mass culture such as low-grade literature,
soap operas, film, advertising and others. In this
it was not a matter of merely changing objective
labels (from highbrow to mass literature, from
opera to pop music, and so on) but a change of
perspective in literary studies which found
expression in the title ‘cultural studies’. From the
very beginning, the interests of cultural studies
went beyond basic textual analysis. The central
object of interest was rather the relationship
between the ‘text’ in question (book, film, music
and so on) and the ‘reader’ (consumer, recipi-
ent). The basic assumption was that this rela-
tionship was determined by the ‘reader’s’ way of
life. In this context cultural studies came to be
understood as a discipline, or rather as a
perspective that undertakes the analysis of
culture ‘as a way of life’ (Raymond Williams).
This anthropological turn in literary studies also
brought the ethnographic approach closer to the
field. Only by analysing the elements of an
entire way of life is it possible to understand the
meaning that is attributed by subjects to partic-
ular cultural forms and categories.
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2 WILLIS’S STUDY PROFANE CULTURE
AS A RESEARCH PARADIGM FOR
CULTURAL STUDIES

Paul Willis’s ethnographic studies Learning to
Labour (1977) and Profane Culture (1978) come
under the aegis of Stuart Hall, who was director
of the CCCS until 1979. In this period the socio-
analytical and anti-authoritarian accent of the
Centre’s intellectual activity was further strength-
ened, with the result that the relationship of
cultural hegemony and subordinate cultures
became the main object of investigation. Willis’s
study Profane Culture, which was based on his
doctoral dissertation, can be seen in many
respects as a showpiece for the contemporary
understanding of cultural studies outlined
above. The title already shows a breach with one
concept of culture, which sees it merely as
an assemblage of canonical (or ‘sacred’) works.
From the viewpoint of classical literary studies,
‘profane culture’ is a contradiction in terms, and
that is precisely the intention of this term: it
resists the claims to exclusivity of the ‘sacred
culture’. This ‘resistance’ that is already embod-
ied in the title points to a further dimension of
Profane Culture: a perspective that is directed
towards the everyday creativity of the subjects.
In order to avoid the image prevalent in mani-
pulation theory of the consumer/recipient as a
passive victim of the culture industry, there has
grown up in cultural studies a way of inter-
preting the consumption of mass culture as a
creative or even subversive act: today this is
increasingly criticized as being ‘populist’. But
this is precisely the theme of Profane Culture:
‘that oppressed, subordinate or minority groups
can have a hand in the construction of their
own vibrant cultures and are not merely dupes’
(1978: 1) Furthermore, the study is a good
example of the methodological principle under-
lying cultural studies: to reveal the inner rela-
tionship between the object and the lifestyle of
a group. This inner relationship is described by
Paul Willis, analogously to Claude Lévi-Strauss,
as cultural homology.

Two youth subcultures that were paradig-
matic for the late 1960s constitute the object of
investigation of Willis’s study: ‘rockers’ (or bike-
boys) on the one hand, and ‘hippies’ on the
other. On the basis of general observation of
‘scenes’, participation in group events and indi-
vidual and group conversations, Willis is able to
give a coherent picture of the respective group

culture, in which nothing — neither the rockers’
preference for singles, nor the hippies’ prefer-
ence for concert albums - is a matter of chance.
In a fascinating and impressively concentrated
way Willis elaborates the homologies that exist,
in the case of the rockers in their dealings with
the motor-bike - the core element of group
culture — and the rituals of rock’n’roll, and in the
case of the hippies in the use of mind-expanding
drugs, progressive rock music and aesthetic self-
presentation. In an illuminating manner the
reader is shown that particular objects in the
environment of a social group have close paral-
lels in their views, values and feeling-structures.
But these are also decisively marked by the
original background. Ultimately both cultural
subsets are shown to be generation-specific
modifications of their background culture. Paul
Willis’s study may, in this sense, be seen as a
classic example of the analysis of subcultures
at CCCS which took youth subcultures to be
generation-specific subsystems of class-specific
‘parent cultures’ (Clarke et al. 1979).

3 LEARNING TO LABOUR: THE VIEW OF
ACTORS AS A SCIENTIFIC AND
CULTURAL CHALLENGE

When Willis is spoken of as a ‘minor classic’, the
reference is to Willis’s second ethnographic
study, Learning to Labour — How Working Class
Kids Get Working Class Jobs (1977). Although it
appeared earlier than Profane Culture, the period
when the research took place was later, between
1973 and 1975. This study grew out of a research
project funded by the Social Science Research
Council (SSRC), entitled The Transition from
School to Work. As may be seen from the final
report, published as a ‘stencilled paper’, the aim
of this project was to overcome the restriction of
the research activities of the CCCS to the leisure
activities of young people and give greater atten-
tion to work-related orientations concerning
values and activities. The original title of the pro-
ject makes clear in what perspective this was to
take place; for Willis it was important to analyse
the inner dynamics of the process of transition
from school to the world of work from the point
of view of the actors. Paul Willis’s grant applica-
tion was based on two working hypotheses:

1 Working class school leavers develop their
definition of the situation (evidently a reference
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to the Thomas theorem) in the first instance
not from official sources, but rather from the
‘informal culture of work’.

2 The transition from school to work is under-
stood from the perspective of the ‘subjective
meaning’ of the actors rather than from the
adoption of the institutional viewpoint
(cf. Willis 1975: 3).

The research project included a main study
and five small comparative investigations. The
latter, with one exception, played only a very
minor role in Learning to Labour. Willis’s interest
is clearly focused on a friendship group of 12 boys
aged 15 and 16, who all attend a secondary
school in the Midlands industrial area. This
group, known as ‘lads’ in the study, were
selected by Willis because in their rebellious
behaviour they expressed their negative, ‘oppo-
sitional’ attitude to the school as an institution,
its representatives and its supporters. On the
basis of this selective focusing it also becomes
clear why the only relevant comparative study is
based on a group of pupils with a positive
orientation towards school. These school-
conformists, who form the opposite pole in the
cultural school landscape, were described by
the ‘lads’ (with an unambiguous allusion) as
‘ear’oles’, or swots. In this opposition it seems
clear, moreover, that we find a repetition of the
contrast between ‘corner boys’ and ‘college
boys’ in Whyte's (1955) Street Corner Society.

Willis followed this school class during its
final 18 months in school. He sat in on lessons,
monitored the careers advice, accompanied the
‘lads’ in their free time (and continued this in
their first few weeks in the workplace), con-
ducted individual and group interviews with
pupils, teachers and parents, and in addition to
all this analysed other materials such as diaries
and careers advice brochures.

The special problems of participant observa-
tion in a structured context, such as school as an
institution, are manifest not least in the conflict
of loyalties — towards the pupils on the one
hand and the teachers on the other — in which
the researcher is caught up. The power differ-
ences between these two groups made it impos-
sible to maintain a close relationship with both
teachers and pupils: ‘Any tendency towards the
staff would have been identified by the lads ...
as complicity with the school and its authority.
You were taken, simply, as staff. That cut off
exactly those information flows, and inhibited

those types of behaviour, with which we were
most concerned’ (Willis 1977: 8). On the other
hand, a clear siding with the ‘lads’ could have
been interpreted as a disturbing act and led to
the shutting out of the researcher. Willis opted
for a ‘pronounced lean towards the kids in the
situation coupled with a strategy of making
clear explanations to staff in private’ (1978: 9).
Willis’s siding with the ‘lads’ was subjected to
fierce criticism, particularly from feminists. It
was not only that he apparently took no steps to
counter the macho-talk in conversation. He was
criticized especially for celebrating the cult of
manliness as a kind of resistance, without refer-
ring systematically in his analysis to its violent,
sexist and racist elements that were a major
theme of his work (McRobbie 1980). From
Willis’s final report it emerges that, on the basis
of his sympathetic approach to the young
people, he won a kind of ‘intermediate’ status,
neither group member nor teacher, someone
who was ‘easy to talk to, and most of all (a
person) who would not “shop” them’ (1978: 9).
Perhaps this status, because of its sympathetic
elements, is best described as an older ‘mate’.
The procedure and the narrative are strongly
reminiscent of Whyte’s contact with ‘Doc’s
Gang' in Street Corner Society. One important but
rarely mentioned component of fieldwork in
youth subcultures seems to consist of investiga-
tor and investigated (as with Whyte and Willis
in Profane Culture) belonging to one and the
same age and gender-group, or at least (as with
Willis in Learning to Labour) not being too far
apart in respect of age.

The accusation that he implicitly shared in
the machismo of the ‘lads’ strikes particularly
hard, as Willis sees, in the masculinity and
toughness of the rebellious school group, the
essential elements of cultural self-assertion. To
question this would imply disavowing those
aspects of working class culture that are critical
of the system. In the last resort Willis sees the
critical attitude of his protagonists towards cap-
italism in their distinguishing mental and phys-
ical work, in their rejection of the former and
their very enthusiastic defence of the latter as
the core of a male-oriented ethos. It is the pride
in physical work, transmitted from father to
son, that becomes, in school, the hallmark of
cultural distinction and of the class-cultural
alternative to education and mobility-opti-
mism. ‘Thus physical labouring comes to stand
for and express, most importantly, a kind of
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masculinity and also an opposition to authority —at
least as it is learned in school. It expresses
aggressiveness; a degree of sharpness and wit;
an irreverence that cannot be found in words;
an obvious kind of solidarity’ (Willis 1977:
104). But in this we may also see the paradoxi-
cal result of this study, combining adjustment
to and rebellion against circumstances in one
and the same act.

The answer to the initial question about ‘how
working class kids get working class jobs’ can
only be: by means of cultural practices. The
cultural self-assertion, which sets the informal
culture of a group against the illusive (because it
affects only a few) chance of advancement in the
form of education, leads ultimately to the social
disintegration that can even be interpreted as a
kind of self-condemnation to a (sub-)proletarian
existence. Paradoxically this self-condemnation
is understood by the ‘lads’ as an act of rebellion,
as opposition to the (school) authorities and
‘creeps’ or ‘ear’oles’. This encapsulates both the
logic and the tragedy of cultural reproduction.

With this diagnosis of a mechanism for self-
integration built into the cultural practice of
subjects, Willis succeeds — as Mahnkopf (1985:
239) sums it up - in thinking of processes of
social reproduction without resorting to deter-
ministic short cuts. As George Marcus (1986:
178) points out, it is rather that the structure of
capitalism is reformulated in terms of human
relationships. But at the same time there is, in
the thesis of self-integration via cultural prac-
tice, a danger of concealing one’s own kind
of cultural determinism. In this respect Willis’s
theory of cultural reproduction resembles the
thesis of the ‘Culture of Poverty’ (Lewis 1967).
In both contexts we are dealing with forms of
cultural self-assertion that are based on the
transmission of ‘deviant’ value and behaviour
norms between the generations. And in both
contexts the refusal to ‘play the (exposed) game’
is central to these value norms.

4 ON THE ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
PRACTICE OF CULTURAL STUDIES

Although ethnographic research is central to the
work of the CCCS, there are in fact few truly
ethnographic studies; Willis’s harsh judgement that
the ‘CCCS hasn't really had a genuinely ethno-
graphic tradition’ (1997: 187) may seem exag-
gerated but has a core of truth. Experienced-based

research does indeed belong to the basic principles
of cultural studies, with personal experience
being given a privileged place (as, for example,
in subculture research or in ‘women’s studies’).
But, as far as I can determine, no one apart from
Willis spent very long on research activities.
For both Profane Culture and Learning to Labour
Willis spent more than a year on fieldwork
and so fulfilled the classical criteria. Here the
spectrum of methods extends from (often
underrated) ‘hanging about’ in the setting to
participant observation in the strict sense of the
word (see 5.5), supplemented and extended
with informal conversations, group interviews
and diary analysis.

The methodological focal point of the
Birmingham School was the sociological ‘natu-
ralism’ of the ‘Chicago School’, deriving from
William F. Whyte, Howard S. Becker and others
(Roberts 1975). Willis also bases himself in this
tradition, but at the same time criticizes its
covert positivism, which consists of ‘objectiviz-
ing’ the subject of investigation: this is manifest
in an insistence on the passivity of the partici-
pant observer as a fundamental methodological
principle that is intended to guarantee objectiv-
ity (Willis 1976). Willis’s criticism of traditional
fieldwork, of course, goes beyond this claim,
which perhaps even then sounded banal. It
relates in particular to the inherent ‘humanism’
of ethnographic research which results in a ten-
dency to consider the culture under investiga-
tion — normally a limited entity — as a world in
itself ‘with centred human beings in some way
controlling their own forms’ (Willis 1997: 184).
Ethnographic investigations often ‘lose’ them-
selves in the life-world of their protagonists,
without considering the relationship between
this world and the predominant system (see
3.8). In the face of this, Willis insists on the
need to involve in the investigation theoretical
knowledge that cannot be directly ‘extracted’
from the field of enquiry, so as to take account
of the historically given circumstances within
which the subjects are acting. Willis gave to
this approach the acronym TIES: Theoretically
Informed Ethnographic Study. This type of theory-
driven research already begins in the selection
of the research field: ‘Why precisely are you in
this locale rather than another?” (Marcus 1986:
172). Learning to Labour displays this kind of
strategic choice of scenario, but adapts itself
particularly well to the transition from school to
the world of work, in order to investigate questions
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of the reproduction of systems from the action
perspective of the subjects. It is precisely in the
ability to bring more order — whether we call it
system or society — into the realm of ethno-
graphy where the particular success of Willis’s
research methods is to be found.

‘Learning to Labour is thus the most compre-
hensive meditation on a trend of experimenta-
tion that seeks to adapt the writing of
ethnography to take into account larger issues
of political economy and broader vistas of rep-
resentation’ (Marcus 1986: 177). In this way
ethnography succeeds, in its best moments, in
allowing structure to be recognized as a result of
human activity, and in the case of the ‘lads’ as
the unintended consequences of goal-directed
behaviour. Furthermore, beyond the ethno-
grapher’s traditional search for the ‘mative’s
point of view’, ethnography here becomes a
form of cultural criticism which, as Marcus
(1986: 180) points out, is ‘embodied’ in the lives
of victims of macro-social systems.

The effects of Learning to Labour are still felt even
today, and this is to be seen not least in
follow-up studies such as Learning Capitalist
Culture (Foley 1990), which pursue the method-
ological procedures first established by Paul Willis.
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1 THE PERSPECTIVE OF
ETHNO-PSYCHOANALYTICAL
QUESTIONS

Paul Parin, Goldy Parin-Matthey and Fritz
Morgenthaler are looked upon as the founders
of ethno-psychoanalysis. During their research
visits to West Africa in the 1950s and 1960s they
succeeded, for the first time in the history of
linking psychoanalysis with ethnology, in apply-
ing the methods and techniques of Freudian
psychoanalysis to an ethnological investigation
of members of tradition-directed cultures. The
Freudian structural model of the psyche (id, ego,
super-ego0), the ego-psychology and its further
developments, formed the theoretical basis and
starting point for the investigations of the
Zirich research group. They examined the
different attempts to apply psychoanalysis in
the social sciences. In the field of ethnology the
Zirich psychoanalysts used, in particular, the
studies by Werner Muensterberger of Chinese
migrants in the United States (1970) and the
investigations of the American ‘Culture and
Personality School’ (cf. Reichmayr 1995). Their
special interest was in the investigation of struc-
tural aspects of the organization of the inner-
psyche, which can be summarized in the
question of whether different laws apply in

different social and cultural circumstances, for
example with West Africans who still live in
village communities and according to their own
traditions, compared to Western Europeans.

2 FIELD RESEARCH IN WEST
AFRICA - DEVELOPMENT OF
TECHNIQUES AND THEORY
CONSTRUCTION

The first trip to West Africa, from December
1954 to April 1955, had no predetermined
scientific goals. Curiosity and an interest in
understanding and conducting a psychoanalyt-
ical investigation of unfamiliar types of experi-
ence and behaviour were aroused in the course
of this trip and became crucial for later research
activities.

The development of ethno-psychoanalysis and
its methodological approach can be broken
down into three stages. On the first two journeys
through West Africa (1954-1955 and 1956-1957)
data on striking behaviour patterns were collected,
systematized and psychoanalytically evaluated,
using techniques for interpreting character
analyses with regard to the structure and dyna-
mics of the psyche. The purpose of this was to
arrive at some more general statements about the
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personality of West Africans. After completion of
the first trip intense ethnological studies began,
and henceforth these became a fixed component
of the ethno-psychoanalytical research activities.
The interpretative techniques of comparative
character analysis and the insights yielded by this
constituted the first step in the development of a
new field of psychoanalytical research.

The use of the main instruments of psycho-
analysis, transference and dealing with resistance,
belonged to the next step, where psychoanaly-
tical technique was freed from its clinical setting
and applied to an area of ethnological investiga-
tion as a research method. This was done for the
first time, in the course of conversations to
introduce psychoanalyses, with the Dogon
people in the West African state of Mali during
the third research trip (from December 1959 to
May 1960). The Dogon were selected because a
sufficient number of them could speak a European
language and their ancient way of life, together
with their traditional and religious institutions,
had largely survived. The study, entitled Die
Weissen  denken  zuviel:  Psychoanalytische
Untersuchungen bei den Dogon in Westafrika [The
White People Think too much: Psychoanalytical
Investigations with the Dogon People in West
Africa] (Parin, Morgenthaler and Parin-Matthey,
4th edition 1993) was first published in 1963.
Unlike the investigations of the first and second
trips, the research aim was now only to discover
details about the inner life and the unconscious
mental structures of the persons being investi-
gated, and ‘to test whether the technique of
psychoanalysis was suitable for understanding
the inner life of people who live in a tradition-
directed West African social structure’ (Parin
1965: 342), and also for acquiring knowledge of
how the ego has developed from the id: “The pur-
pose of the investigation is to get Africans to
speak to us in this way about how they them-
selves think and feel, and to enable us to under-
stand them’ (Parin et al. 1993: 34).

For this purpose, Paul Parin and Fritz
Morgenthaler conducted series of psychoanaly-
tical conversations with 13 Dogon people over a
period of several months. Each individual took
part in 20-40 sessions, making up a total of 350
hours. Shorthand transcripts of the sittings were
taken, and these recorded the ‘free associations’
of the persons under analysis. To understand
this correctly, they considered, in addition to
information already available in the literature

on Dogon culture and society, the results of 25
psychiatric investigations and Goldy Parin-
Matthey’s Rorschach-table interpretations of
100 subjects as a non-linguistic project collec-
tion procedure.

From the experience of applying psychoana-
lytic methods with the Dogon it may be clearly
concluded ‘that Western psychology only
describes a particular instance of the possible
compositions of the human mind’ (Parin et al.
1993: 534).

The fifth research field trip to West Africa
began in December 1965 and lasted until 1966.
Its aim was to carry out an ethno-psychoanalytical
field investigation with the Agni, who lived in
the tropical rainforest of Ivory Coast. The large
quantity of material that the researchers were able
to collect in the course of this investigation was
published in 1971 in the book Fiirchte deinen
Nichsten wie dich sellbst: Psychoanalyse und
Gesellschaft am Modell der Agni in Westafrika [Fear
your Neighbour as much as Yourself: Psycho-
analysis and Society on the Model of the Agni in
West Africa] (Parin et al. 1971). In relation to the
research with the Agni there is also a series of
shorter publications dealing with questions (of
culture shift, psychoanalytic aggression theory
and culture-specific forms of the Oedipus
complex) for which ethno-psychoanalytical
experience with the Agni and Dogon peoples and
psychoanalyses within the writers’ own culture
provided a basis (Parin 1992; Parin and Parin-
Matthey 1988). Unlike the investigation with
the Dogon, in which the idea of the psychic
structure of individuals was central, particular
attention is paid, with the Agni, to the interplay
between individual and social structures, and
prominence is given to the study of the indivi-
dual within the framework of a particular culture.

Proceeding from the intentionally differently
selected conditions with the Agni, compared to
the Dogon, the researchers came to the assump-
tion that there would also be far-reaching differ-
ences in the psychology of the Agni, and they
saw in this a ‘challenge to the direct application
of psychoanalytic method: can it contribute to
the understanding of matrilineally organized
societies, even though it grew out of the psy-
chology of patrilineal organization and one of
its fundamental concepts — the real or assumed
Oedipal conflict — derives exclusively from a
system of patriarchal family organization?’
(Parin et al. 1971: 13).
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This question was embedded in a superordinate
research aim: with the help of ethno-
psychoanalysis with the Agni, it was intended to
make a contribution to the relationship between
psychoanalysis and the social sciences, by show-
ing the interlocking of individual and social
forces using the technical and methodological
resources of psychoanalysis. The interrelation
between social and individual factors becomes
clear if one can consider the historical dimen-
sion of mental experiences, establish the con-
nection between the type of economy and
psychic structure or compare the nature of indi-
vidual relationships to social structure.

3 THE RESEARCHER IN
ETHNO-PSYCHOANALYTICAL
FIELD RESEARCH

One essential dimension of research is con-
nected with the reflection of one’s own role as a
researcher, which is constantly required.

If one wishes to give a theoretical description of
the mental development and its product - the
psychical makeup - of the Agni, which we inves-
tigated using the equipment and methods of psy-
choanalysis, one cannot do this comparatively:
‘with us it is like this, and with them it is differ-
ent’. The inevitable involvement of the observer
in his/her own psychology, reliance on the values,
judgments and prejudices of the home cultural
community and class ideology will distort and
mutilate what the investigator wanted to discover.
It is only the abstract conceptual world of
metapsychology, with its theories, hypotheses
and conjectures that reduces this difficult and - in
its individual and cultural properties — incompa-
rable mental structure to simple precepts.
Structures, functions and developmental stages
sustain, to be measured against those of different
people in a different environment. (Parin et al.
1971: 505)

In the same way as with the Dogon, the need
also arose with the Agni of ascribing to the
development of the ego and super-ego certain
special functions that were tentatively presented
in the terms ‘group-ego’ and ‘clan-consciousness’.
Essential differences, compared to experience in
European psychoanalytic practice, were also
found in the formation of Oedipal conflicts. All
modifications took account of the requirement
that the research was intended to make use of
psychoanalytical theory in order to create better

conditions for a theoretical understanding of the
relationship between the individual and society
(see 5.20).

4 ETHNO-PSYCHOANALYSIS
IN UNDERSTANDING CULTURES
AND SOCIETIES

The ethno-psychoanalytical observations and
investigations that were made in West Africa
between 1954 and 1971 led to ‘insights about
previously unknown or undervalued connec-
tions between social institutions and uncon-
scious processes’ which ‘forced themselves upon
us’ (Parin 1989: 103). The result was that it
became clear that, above all, the effects of social
forces are manifest and foregrounded in the
individual, whereas biological aspects are less
important than the cultural conditions. The
psychoanalysts’ experiences in this tradition-
directed culture were the reverse of psychoana-
lytical activity in their own society. The
ethno-psychoanalytical ideas were

developed among the Africans and, simultane-
ously and subsequently, with our subjects in
Switzerland in the course of direct examinations
of individuals. In this we first used, without
modifications, the psychoanalytic theory - or
metapsychology — of Sigmund Freud, his associ-
ates and followers. Only when this theory was
simply inadequate to explain our observations did
we modify it, add something, omit or change
something else. We did not, of course, arrive at a
new and watertight theory. But our hypotheses
and assumptions had a reciprocal effect on our
psychoanalytical attitudes, they influenced our
behaviour as analysts and could perhaps assist
other analysts to understand better the problems
of their subjects. (Parin 1980: 6)

This experience with the Dogon and Agni
peoples sharpened awareness of relationships
in the researchers’ own society. The ethno-
psychoanalytical investigations had made totally
clear the effect of social forces on the individual.
These insights created the distance necessary in
psychoanalytical work within one’s own culture
to grasp complex social processes and to include
them in the theory and practice of psycho-
analysis. At the theoretical level they took
account of these experiences with the model of
the adaptation-mechanisms of the ego. The
adaptation-mechanisms ‘relieved the ego of the
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constant dispute with the external world ... just
as the defence-mechanisms do when confronted
with the demands of rejected impulses’ (Parin
1977: 485). Now they examined the functioning
of adaptation-mechanisms in their own culture,
and this led to ‘identification with the ideology
of a role’ and brought the phenomena of power
and dominance under scrutiny. This could be
used to approach the social environment, but
not as in the past (by Freud and on the model of
the psychoanalytic ego-psychology) as an
immutable mass. It was now possible to study
different social and community-based circum-
stances and structural relations affecting the
functioning of the ego, and in this way to
determine the achievements of the ego in an
environment that was constantly changing and
affecting it. This ‘ethno-psychoanalytical’ exten-
sion of psychoanalysis permitted a broader psy-
choanalytical investigation of the individual in
a society. The obstacles to working out the pro-
cedure were not at the theoretical level or in the
basic assumptions of psychoanalytic theory,
which had always taken account of the effect of
social forces in its work. They lay rather in the
circumstances under which psychoanalysis was
carried out in the home culture:

The psychoanalytical observer always belonged to
the same society and often to the same class as the
subject under investigation, and both parties had
undergone more or less the same socialization
process. The necessary distance for the under-
standing of social processes could rarely be
achieved. At least this one difficulty disappears if
one applies the tool of psychoanalysis to
members of a different people, especially if one
can put oneself beyond what has been called the
‘Western cultural circle’. Then the relationship of
social institutions and processes to psychic struc-
tures and functions emerges far more clearly.
(Parin 1976: 2)

The attempt to go beyond the adaptation-
mechanisms of the ego to the psychoanalysis of
social processes distinguishes itself from other
experiments of this sort in that it uses the tools
of psychoanalysis itself, its methods and
theory, while maintaining the drive and conflict
model of psychoanalysis. The psychology of the
ego was so extended that the effect of social
processes could be explained in the place ‘where
they make themselves visible: in the inner life
of the individual’ (Parin and Parin-Matthey
1992: 14).

5 OVERVIEW OF
ETHNO-PSYCHOANALYSIS TODAY

It is interesting to note that the advances that
are being made today in epistemological discus-
sion of constructivist (see 3.4) and post-
structuralist (see 3.3) concepts are, in scientific
terms, very close to the theoretical and methodo-
logical positions of ethno-psychoanalysis. This
relates, at the methodological level, to the tech-
niques of psychoanalysis, which attach great
importance to the unconscious, to subjectivity,
to the course of a relationship and to the spe-
cific context (frame/setting), which collect and
interpret material, using the method of free
association, that is bound to sequences of con-
flict or process, to circumstances specific to parti-
cular places and situations and to relationships.
The more unambiguously Parin, Morgenthaler
and Parin-Mattheéy implemented this approach
in their ethno-psychoanalytical research, the
more precisely they were thereby anticipating a
statement of the research postulates of post-
structuralism. The systematic use of the techni-
ques of psychoanalysis as a method of field
research broke the social science taboo on con-
text, time and place-related interpretation.!

From a retrospective point of view, the metho-
dological integration of psychoanalysis into
ethnology developed rather slowly. It started in
the United States with ‘culture-and-personality’
research (1930-1960), when ethnologists first
found a theoretical orientation in psychoanalysis
and organized their classic field studies around
psychoanalytic concepts and essentialist cultural
theories.

Georges Devereux, in addition to his research
in different cultures (1951, 1961), developed a
concept of ethnic defence mechanisms (1974)
and a method theory to link ethnology and psy-
choanalysis. He focused on the role and fears of
the researcher in the field and showed how
‘objective’ methods could be used as a defence
against these fears of transfer (1967). Among his
students in Paris were Tobie Nathan (1977,
1988, 1995; Nathan and Stengers 1995) and
Marie Rose Moro (1994, 1998).

A first methodological approximation between
psychoanalysis and ethnology was brought
about in the period between the 1950s and
1970s, particularly by a group of psychoanalysts
trained in the USA, with whom Paul Parin was
in contact. Their methodological procedure
was a blend of ethnological observation,
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Rorschach tests and systematic psychiatric and
psychoanalytic interviews with members of an
‘alien’ culture (e.g. Boyer 1980, 1983). The
forum for many of these studies was The
Psychoanalytic Study of Society (Boyer and
Grolnik 1975) This interest in ethno-
psychoanalysis has lasted until the present day
(cf. Crapanzano 1973, 1983, 1985; Gehrie 1989;
Heald and Deluz 1994; Muensterberger 1970;
Obeyesekere 1990).

In European ethno-psychoanalysis — mostly
inspired by the works of Parin, Morgenthaler
and Parin-Matthey — there were several mono-
graphs by psychoanalysts with an interest in
ethnology (Nadig 1986; Rodriguez-Rabanal
1990; Tripet 1990; Weilenmann 1992). At the
same time ethno-psychoanalytical questions
were taken up by ethnologists who underwent
analysis or collaborated with psychoanalysts to
produce a range of empirical studies (e.g.
Crapanzano 1973, 1983; Kayales 1998; Kubik
1993, 1994; Roth 1998; Weidmann 1990; Weiss
1991; and others). According to the conditions
under which they lived in the field, they applied
the concepts and the methodological approach
of ‘classical’ psychoanalysis in very different
ways. The strictest possible monitoring of trans-
ference, therefore, became an ever more impor-
tant requirement.?

Theoretical works on ethno-psychoanalysis
concern themselves with its history and theory
(Adler 1993; Erdheim and Nadig 1983;
Hauschild 1981; Heinrichs 1993; Zinser 1984),
with the role of the subconscious in the rela-
tionship between the individual and society
(Erdheim 1982, 1988), and with methodological
questions (e.g. Leithduser and Volmerg 1988;
Nadig 1992; Nadig and Erdheim 1980; Saller
1993). A sound overview of the development of
ethno-psychoanalysis and its most important
literature is given in Reichmayr (1995, 2000).
Extracts from the spectrum of more recent work
may be found in the series Ethnopsychoanalyse
(from 1990).

Critical discussions of the relationship between
psychoanalysis and ethnology focus on the
categorial aspects of psychoanalytic metapsy-
chology that is imposed on the living nature of
the data (Reiche 1995), and on the question-
ability of such typological concepts as the image
of women, the notion of homosexuality, and so
on. Methodology and technique are irritated by
the principle of self-reflection, which may be
misunderstood as ethnocentric self-reflection

and navel-gazing, or ‘discovering the self in
others’ (cf., for example, Kohl 1992).

In the history of psychoanalysis an important
role has been played by the question of the
breadth and transferability of psychoanalytic
methodology and, more recently, its techniques.
There has been discussion of whether the
‘method’ (= techniques) can be extended to
diagnosis and therapy: many authors have rela-
tivized the metatheory and - albeit so far only
implicitly - have put the accent, in linking psy-
choanalysis and social science, on the discovery
potential of psychoanalytic techniques. What
they see as important are the uninhibited con-
centration, work with the setting (Morgenthaler
1978) in which encounters take place, and trans-
ference. Winnicott (1997) developed the con-
cept of the ‘Ubergangsraum’ (= ‘transitional
space’) and thereby opened up to psychoana-
lytic technique a dimension for the unspeak-
able, the not-yet-language-capable, in the
process of individuation and symbol formation;
and Bion, in his book Learning from Experience
(1962), formulated the conditions which the
analyst (as enquirer/researcher) must set him/
herself to be able to provide a ‘container’ for the
sensations and experiences that cannot yet be
understood in the relationship. Roy Schafer
(1981) criticized the historic fixedness and bare-
ness of metatheoretical concepts as opposed to
the mobility and context-relatedness of psycho-
analytical technique as an interpretative process.
Or else there is argument as to whether psycho-
analysis and the social sciences can be unified at
all (Reiche 1995). The scientific application of
psychoanalytic techniques - the principle of
transference to objects, texts and works of art,
the analysis of the unfamiliar structures that
reside in cultural products — began with Lorenzer
(1981Db; see 5.20). It was continued by Leithduser
and Volmerg (1988) and extended to groups
and questions of social psychology (Keupp
1994; Menschik-Bendele and Ottomeyer 1998).
Leuzinger (1998) supports the ‘packaging’ of
quantifiable methods with psychoanalytic proce-
dures in psychological research. These method-
ological links are very similar to the strategies of
ethno-psychoanalysis.

At present psychoanalysts who have accumu-
lated experience with migrants are moving in a
practice-related ethno-psychoanalytic or ethno-
psychiatric direction. Techniques and settings
are being developed to accommodate the multi-
ple cultural and often unspeakably traumatic
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experience of refugees and migrants that will
make possible a continuous shared observation
of its significance (Bazzi 1996; Mohring and
Apsel 1995; Moro 1994, 1998; Nathan 1988,
1995; Ottomeyer 1997; Pedrina 1999; Peltzer
1995). An impressive collection of innovative
psychoanalytical and ethnological concepts is
to be found in the book Uberlebenskunst in Uber-
gangswelten [The Art of Survival in Worlds in
Transition] (Ninck Gbeassor 1999).

The convergence between the social sciences
and ethno-psychoanalysis began with the so-
called postmodernist change of epistemological
paradigms in philosophy (e.g Kuhn 1970;
Lyotard 1993; Toulmin 1990), which questioned
the dualist and objectivist concepts of science
and opened the way to dynamic, process-based
and relational concepts. The social and literary-
critical awareness of the problems of generaliz-
ing statements and classifications and of the
context-relatedness of every discovery was
sharpened; the status of qualitative social
research was greatly enhanced (cf. Flick 2002).
In the context of the debate on ‘writing culture’
that was carried out in ethnology and cultural
sciences it was equally a question of the relati-
vity of ethnographic work, and the fact that
ethnologists are only ever able to describe a
relationship - the relationship between the
researcher, with his/her own provenance, and
the alien environment. In the post-colonial
crisis in ethnology it was realized that a conse-
quence of a de-territorialized, globalized and
interlocking world was a change in the theory
and practice of the science. (e.g. Berg and Fuchs
1993; Hall 1994, 1997; Hannerz 1992, 1995;
Kuper 1973; and others). Examples of this are
the breakdown of the traditional territorial and
unified concept of culture in favour of a process-
based concept, or the move to analysing the
construction of discourses from a variety of per-
spectives and in a range of contexts rather than
‘realities’.

This may be summed up in the following
key-words: abandoning the requirement for
objectivity, premature generalizations and cate-
gorizations; a more dynamic basic concept of
culture and ethnicity, and of the essentialist
concept is of sex and gender; a critique of dual-
ist thinking that divided up the world in terms
of binary oppositions; acceptance of the con-
text-relatedness of every scientific statement;
upgrading of qualitative research and the
methodological principle of dialogic practice

(Dammann 1991), story-telling (Abu Lughod
1991, 1993), thick description and self-reflection
(Geertz, 1972, 1973a; Clifford and Marcus 1986;
Clifford 1986a,b, 1988a; see 3.3).

With the post-structuralist paradigm shift,
certain principles gained weight in ethnology,
literary and cultural studies that ethno-
psychoanalytic methodology had already devel-
oped and differentiated long before. The
methodological viewpoints and the technical
tools that other disciplines have benefited from
had been developed in psychoanalysis or ethno-
psychoanalysis in a process lasting some 10
years. Among these are:

¢ Predominantly qualitative work in which the
representation of case histories and ‘story-
telling’ play an important role.

e Transparency of the research relationship by
means of the reflection of transference
phenomena and the context-relatedness of
relationships.

¢ Interpretation of situation-specific, subjective
or emotional materials, i.e. contextualization
and specification instead of categorization.

¢ Consideration of sequences, i.e. research and
research-relationship are seen as processes.

With the increasing concentration on the
structure of the discovery process and on trans-
parency of method, so that it can accommodate
complexity of culture, a congenial kind of rela-
tionship has developed between post-structuralist
social science, post-colonial ethnology, and
ethno-psychoanalysis and psychoanalysis,
which has so far attracted little attention or
discussion.

NOTES

1 This claim, that ethno-psychoanalytical research is
close to post-structuralist positions on knowledge,
relates in particular to its methodological proce-
dure. But this does not exclude the possibility that
in the secondary interpretation of conversational
data reference may be made to essentialist cultural
models, and this would again reduce or remove the
process-vitality of the primary data. We are dealing
here with two different levels and two different
stages in the interpretation (cf. Signer 1994).

2 Apart from the necessary adjustment to the parti-
cular field situation (individual or team-research
with mutual supervision), what is also important is
the fact that by no means all researchers have
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training in psychoanalysis or experience of the
psychoanalytic approach to perception, or of its
methodology. What will be of decisive value for
the further development of ethno-psychoanalysis
as method and practice will be how training in this
discipline can be improved. It is very demanding:
ethnological and psychoanalytical competence
need to be linked together. Ethnologists rarely have
any psychoanalytical competence and psychoana-
lysts are rarely competent in ethnology. It is in the
interest of all three disciplines that there should be
intensive work to solve this problem.

In this chapter ethno-psychoanalytical works are
mentioned which (1) see themselves as such in
their own estimation, or (2) locate themselves in
the tradition of the debate between psychoanalysis
and ethnology; and (3) which show the most fully
developed application that could really be called
ethno-psychoanalysis and makes use of the tech-
niques of psychoanalysis (first found in Parin,
Parin-Matthey and Morgenthaler).
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“Thick Description’ is the most literate
theater in town! Organizational
Mission: ... For us theater is our thick
description of the world around us.
Target audience: ‘crossover audi-
ence’. (From the website of the
theatre with the same name in
San Francisco)

Coming to understand qualitative research by
contrasting different research styles is a particu-
larly good description of Clifford Geertz's
understanding of science. What is fascinating
about his work is not the originality of the
methods that he used in his fieldwork in Java,
Bali and Morocco, but his research attitude that
finds expression in this work. It is manifest in a
specific way of writing up and describing eth-
nological facts that he calls ‘thick description’.
In work on and with descriptions Geertz sees
the decisive options for interpretative work in
ethnology, a thought that was taken up with
great interest by a range of social sciences and
humanities.

1 CLIFFORD GEERTZ AND HIS
SCIENTIFIC BACKGROUND

Geertz (b. 1923) first studied English literature
and philosophy and only turned to anthropo-
slogy after his BA. He carried out his graduate
studies in the Department of Social Relations at

Harvard (PhD 1956), which was then completely
under the influence of Talcott Parsons’s
attempts at interdisciplinary integration. Geertz
himself emphasizes the enormous influence
that Parsons had on him - not least because he
introduced him to Weber and Durkheim. Other
colleagues who impressed him at this time were
Allport, Bruner, Kluckhohn, Krech and Murray.

A legacy of this time — despite all later empha-
sis on the aspect of action — consists of a clear
preference for a systematic rather than a person-
centred approach. Geertz adopted from Kroeber
and Parsons (1958) the definitive thesis they put
forward of a dichotomy between culture and
society. This held that culture relates to values,
ideas and symbols and relates to social interac-
tion only through them. As with Weber,
Durkheim and Parsons, Geertz’s individuals
remain collective and anonymous. With him
there is always in the foreground the question
of how culture directs and determines actions,
rather than how members of society actively,
and on their own initiative, integrate cultural
forms of expression into meaningful patterns of
experience or apply them for practical goals.
Geertz also follows Parsons in saying that he
views culture as holding a position equal to, or
perhaps higher than or even superordinate to,
other social function-systems.

At the beginning of the 1970s Geertz formu-
lated his research position in three program-
matic articles (1972, 1973b, 1984b) that have
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become ethnological ‘classics’. These works gave
an essential impulse to the shift in the focus of
interest in (not only) his discipline towards
interpretative approaches (Ortner 1984). They
resulted in Geertz becoming probably the most
frequently quoted ethnologist of modern times.
This popularity is admittedly often associated
with simplifications and misunderstandings.
Problematic attempts at reception are, for example,
those which try to do one of the following with
the ‘thick description” form of representation
that Geertz developed:

e to reduce it to a research technique and fit it
into the normal arsenal of methods;

e to monopolize it as a patent recipe for a number
of quite different disciplines; or

e to trivialize it by equating and confusing it with
providing detail and colourful descriptions.

Moreover, such questionable tendencies have
not ceased, because Geertz has normally left
both opponents and supporters to their own
devices in their attempts at reconstruction. As a
result of this he has become not only an object
of reverent admiration but also a popular target
for some very varied types of criticism. Some
attack him as an ‘anything-goes-relativist’ who
has gambled carelessly with the status of ethno-
logy as an objective discipline, while others
attack him as a latent but therefore all the more
stubborn realist. Geertz, who, in the 1970s and
1980s represented the ethnographic avant-
garde, is today seen almost as a conservative by
many of his postmodernist followers. Even
among his opponents there was hardly one who
would dispute his contribution to moving ethno-
logy from an exotic and highly specialized
marginal position to the centre of intellectual
debate. Almost no one can escape his influence,
and not only in his own discipline; as head of
the School of Science, Institute of Advanced
Studies in Princeton he also occupies one of the
most prominent positions of leadership in the
field of international scholarship.

2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF
THE RESEARCH PROGRAMME

The basis for his views on ethnological under-
standing is the thesis that after empathy, naive
realism and other supposedly immediate access
points to the problem or to reality have been

discredited, the problem of conceptualizing the
‘native’s point of view’ in some new way has to
be formulated and solved. As Geertz tries to
argue in a series of critical commentaries of other
prominent ethnological theories (cf. Geertz
1988), this problem cannot be naturalistically
glossed over nor psychoanalytically evaded; it
cannot be solved by structuralism nor materially
trivialized. The job of ethnologists is rather to
grasp the meaning of social events and to do this
on the basis of the observation of simple actions.
But a detailed observation would, in itself, not
yield a meaningful picture of a situation.
Instead, it is necessary to unravel the multiple
layers of local meanings, in order to arrive at a
comprehensive and insightful picture of the
social circumstances under investigation.

Geertz never tired of pointing out that an
ethnological analysis that can achieve this is a
particular form of knowledge and not a question
of methods or methodology. What really distin-
guishes the enterprise is a particular mental
effort, a complicated act of intellectual daring.
To characterize the risky effort, he used the dis-
tinction proposed by Gilbert Ryle (1971) between
a ‘thin’ and a ‘thick’ description of a fact. This
difference may be clarified with Ryle’s own
example of describing the winking of two boys
in the presence of a third: winking is described
‘thinly’ if it is reduced to noting a rapid
movement of the eyelids. Conversely a ‘thick
description’ of this specific winking may
amount to stating that the winker was only pre-
tending to wink to make an uninitiated third
party believe that there was some kind of secret
agreement.

The ‘thickness’ of a description is apparently
not confined to its wealth of detail or its credi-
bility. It should relate to the conceptual system
of what is being investigated (‘emic analysis’).
Thick descriptions are, in the first place, our (re-)
constructions of what the participants construct
at the time. Producing them is therefore like the
task of an arts critic who has to comment on a
performance or interpret a painting. The fact
that, precisely for scientific reasons, a procedure
of this nature is not only required but also reali-
zable is — in Geertz’s opinion - entirely consis-
tent with his understanding of culture:

The concept of culture I espouse ... is essentially a
semiotic one. Believing, with Max Weber, that
man is an animal suspended in webs of signifi-
cance he himself has spun, I take culture to be



those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore
not an experimental science in search of law but
an interpretative one in search of meaning. It is
explication I am after, construing social expres-
sions on their surface enigmatical. (1973b: §5)

Geertz conceives of cultures as systems of
symbolic forms. In so far as social action con-
sists of the constant interchange of significant
symbols, these symbols are at the same time
both the product and the medium of processes of
social action and comprehension (see 3.3). On
the one hand they impart decisive information
about life in the particular social setting — world-
view — and, on the other, indicators as to how a
member should live, feel and act there — ethos.
Together with the meanings with which they
are bound up, they form part of a cultural totality
of relationships whose components are bound
together and refer to each other.

The ‘closeness’ of this binding can, of course,
vary. Geertz (1980) describes an extreme example
of coherence in the Balinese Theatre-State of the
nineteenth century, where he finds correspon-
dences between the arrangement of major state
rituals, the layout of the buildings in the ruler’s
palace, the geography of Balinese principalities,
the relative importance of different status groups
and their historical changes, the structure of
foreign trade dealings and the settings of dates
for the irrigation of fields. In this way the
Balinese state is crystallized as a gigantic multidi-
mensional work of art in which all the available
levels of signs point to the example of the centre.

3 ELEMENTS OF ETHNOLOGICAL
UNDERSTANDING

Ethnological understanding follows a specific
thought movement: Geertz talks of a constant
fluctuation between locally specific details and
surrounding structures, of a progressive spiral of
general observations and detailed commentaries
(1984b: 134). Culture presents itself to its eth-
nological observers as a publicly performed and,
in that sense, readable document. They produce
different and, if possible, more profound and
complex interpretations of these ‘performances’
(for example, of their interpretations by the
members of the culture being investigated) than
are available to these members themselves.
Geertz’s procedure differs from that of other
disciplines concerned with culture (such as

CLIFFORD GEERTZ

sociology, folklore, literary criticism, history)
and from other orientations (such as classical
ethnography or phenomenology) in its specific
form of ethnographic representation: by its thick
description. Its special quality consists of its
microscopic approach, which implies that it con-
centrates on individual, comparatively small
social phenomena.! Geertz seeks to isolate those
symbolic elements of a culture that express in
exemplary fashion the basic modes of experi-
ence and orientation of that culture: in his own
words this is a process that can scarcely be
planned, and which is highly dependent
on chance but also on disciplined intuition
(cf. Ostrow 1990: 67). Geertz reads these central
symbols as ‘metasocial comments’ on the parti-
cular culture.

As a rule these are elaborated situational con-
stellations or rituals (like cock-fights and burial
ceremonies in Bali, Javanese neighbourhood fes-
tivals or Moroccan markets). But these may also
be different terms and their respective semantic
fields, such as the concepts of justice in the
Malay, Islamic or Hindu cultural circles (Geertz
1966), or even particular paradigmatic persons
who are introduced and used as metaphors for a
particular culture. (In these cases, for the special
kind of spirituality of Islam in Java or Morocco;
Geertz 1968.)

The basis and the first step for a thick descrip-
tion is a brief portrayal of what happened as it
appeared immediately to the observers of the
occurrences involved. Geertz begins with the
native’s understanding of reality (for instance,
by using terms for its portrayal that are as close
as possible to the experience), but in his subse-
quent analysis he goes significantly beyond this.
Interpretation, in his words, ‘consists in trying
to rescue the “said” of ... discourse from its
perishing occasions and fix it in pursuable
terms’ (Geertz 1973b: 20). In view of the situa-
tional contingencies of social action the task of
the ethnologist is ‘like trying to read ... a
manuscript - foreign, faded, full of ellipses,
incoherences, suspicious emendations, and ten-
dentious commentaries, but written not in con-
ventionalized graphs of sound but in transient
examples of shaped behavior’ (Geertz 1973b: 10).

Geertz seeks this key to the ‘said’ not in any
causes, conditions or correlations with other
variables external to the phenomenon itself but
in or by means of the description of the pheno-
menon. For this purpose he demonstrates, in a
second step, the other descriptions which lie
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beyond the level of the obvious or which can be
additionally developed on the basis of field
observations and other knowledge of the culture
in question or analogous phenomena in other
cultures. In this way, a large number of quite
different interpretative documents are accumu-
lated which can allow the particular pheno-
menon to become transparent from a series of
different perspectives. For this assembling of
levels of meaning there is no cut-off point: thick
description remains open-ended in principle.
Geertz notes that the research must leap from
one meaning-level to another in order to unify
the different representations in a single fabric
and again to be able to recognize and make
transparent a conceptual pattern in this. The
result of this interpretation should then be
applied interpretatively to the components to
produce, ultimately, a completely new reading of
the original text. A description gains in ‘thick-
ness’ to the extent to which the different levels
of representation link together and complement
one another from an interpretative point of
view. ‘Thickness’ must not be confused with
inductive generalization, triangulation or even
logical conclusion. The levels of description are
not in a derivative relationship with each other
but in a relationship of juxtaposition. This means
that two or more areas of cultural meaning or
levels of description can be juxtaposed in text
and argument in such a way that they can be
simultaneously linked and contrasted with each
other. The elaborate nature of these juxtaposi-
tions becomes clear when Geertz, to give his
readers a feeling for the particular form of the
cultural organization of person-awareness in
Bali, combines personal names, patronymics,
kinship titles, technonyms, status titles and
public titles. In a further step he then projects
on to these the Balinese concepts of time as
these are manifest in the different calendar
systems in use there or in an interplay between
them. In this way the text gives the impression
that the different modes of symbolic structuring
of experience in Bali interlock in complex ways,
repeat themselves and mutually strengthen one
another. On all these social ‘stages’ and meaning
levels the same drama is constantly being
performed — namely, the ethos of Balinese culture.
If we are to capture the significance of social
forms of expression, the data obtained in inter-
views and on-the-spot observation will not be
sufficient. The ethnologist must become person-
ally active, must read these meanings, possibly

supported by the interpretations of ‘natives’,
against the background of prior knowledge, and
must in this way attribute meaning to them. In
this sense thick descriptions inevitably represent
fictions (‘something produced’) for which the
ethnologist must accept responsibility — without
ultimately being able to appeal to some base of
incontrovertible fact. This affects all the inter-
pretations made by ethnologists in the light of
theoretical assumptions, and these assumptions
influence the process of ethnological discovery
down to the level of direct experience. Although
key symbols (Ortner 1972) or total social facts (in
the sense of Marcel Mauss) seem particularly
suited to Geertz’s kind of description, it is in fact
only the ‘thickness’ of an ethnographic descrip-
tion that gives objects their ‘depth’.

The mode of representation in interpretative
ethnology is, however, not limited to thick
descriptions. The third step consists of drawing
analytically substantial conclusions from indi-
vidual thickly described objects. To create a
deeper ‘reading’ of a cultural phenomenon it is
necessary to add its theoretical specification. This
specification, in the context of the interpreta-
tive procedure, corresponds to what classical
approaches called ‘explanation’. Here it is a
matter of establishing what knowledge acquired
in this way has to tell us about the specific
society in which it was obtained. What is also
interesting is what may be concluded in respect
of answering more general questions of social
theory that are completely independent of the
particular research topic.

These were to be the themes of a collection of
essays published in 1983: the figurative nature
of social theory, the reciprocal moral effect of
contrasting mentalities, the practical difficulties
in attempting to see facts as others see them, the
epistemological status of common sense, the
revealing power of art, the symbolic construc-
tion of authority, ‘the clattering variousness of
modern intellectual life and the relationship
between what people take as a fact and what
they regard as justice’ (cf. Geertz 1983c: 5).

In this way such different ‘art-forms’ as
Balinese cock-fighting, King Lear and Crime and
Punishment may profitably be related to one
another: namely, in so far as, in their different
ways, they thematize existential challenges —
and here Geertz lists death, masculinity, anger,
pride, loss, mercy and happiness — and examine
their implications. Unlike the traditional under-
standing, specifications do not aim at the



formation of ethnological theories or the testing
of hypotheses. On the contrary, for Geertz it is
rather a question of ethnographically informed
reflection on themes of more general intellectual
significance. He attempts to make a virtue out of
the proverbial provinciality of ethnographers,
who have only ‘their’ respective culture in view.
By bringing together, in a state of dynamic
tension, the various ‘local knowledges’ that are
accessible to him through his fieldwork, he
allows the reader to conceive of a bridging dis-
course community between cultures. Geertz thereby
locates the real ethnological object neither in
the events that were observed in some remote
villages, nor in thick descriptions of these, but,
as it were, between these two. In essence he is
interested in understanding culture as a whole
using the contrastive description of local
cultures.

4 RESULTS AND CRITICISMS
OF GEERTZ'S PROGRAMME

Geertz has had many admirers but almost no
disciples or followers (Ortner 1997). While
Geertz is still in vogue in the humanities and
cultural studies, his influence within his own
discipline has clearly diminished. This can only
be explained to a limited extent by the fact that
his empirical claims have met with increasingly
critical questioning (e.g. Wikan 1990). What
seem to be more important are the following
two considerations.

1 The ‘interpretative turn’ has turned increas-
ingly against itself and this has led to a
sometimes crippling and self-centred con-
centration on and preoccupation with epis-
temological and political questions of
ethnographic representation. (Geertz him-
self wrote the first ironically critical com-
mentary along these lines in 1988.)

2 As a consequence of scientific developments
inside and outside of ethnology (such as
those in cognitive anthropology, cultural
sociology, discursive psychology or eth-
nomethodology), but also as a result of
changes in world politics (where the global
village increasingly seems to be a ‘world in
pieces’ looking for some order in its differ-
ences), the question of an adequate under-
standing of culture has become distinctly
more complex.
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Today culture must clearly be conceptualized,
located and investigated in different ways:

e as fragmented between different groups but
also as a construct that is inconsistent in its
manifestations: as a subject of disagreement
between meaning-relations in regional,
social and ideological border-areas;

e as a public performance with its own textual
coherence, but one that is constantly being
produced and reinterpreted in situ;

e as a fragile and continuously developing net-
work of meanings which the most diverse
actors join, sometimes in competition with
each other;

e as a tool-kit that members of society (can)
use to shape and interpret social action in situ
and with regard to their practical goals
(cf. Ortner 1997).

All of this, however, would require a withdrawal
not only from the culture-as-variable view
(which Geertz has done) but also, partly, from
the culture-as-context view (which he avoids),
and above all a fuller consideration of the aspect
of cultural practice. It is precisely this point that
most critical commentaries of Geertz’s research
programme have attacked.

On the one hand he is accused of disregarding
the level of the ‘native’. Because he regards all
attempts to participate in indigenous discourse
as predestined to failure, Geertz prefers to adopt
the position of a distant and distinguished observer.
It is not only that his texts contain practically
no first-order interpretations: there are almost
no second-order interpretations of the sort that
observe the observations of natives. As an
ethnographer he conducts a kind of ‘monologic
discourse’. By the elimination of concrete dis-
covery conditions and, in particular, all commu-
nicative and interactive instances, the ‘native’s’
view is largely excluded from the ethnographic
text. Crapanzano (1986) criticizes the handicap
that results from this: it leads to an aura of arbi-
trariness that diminishes what is convincing in
his portrayals and stimulates doubts about the
basis of his data. Moerman (1988) complains
that Geertz’s interpretations are almost totally
independent of what the subjects of his investiga-
tions actually said and did. Although Geertz
argues for the microscopic nature of thick
descriptions and a notion of culture that is both
scenic and based on action theory, he does not
look for culture in communicative action but
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primarily in words, symbols and rituals. And so
Geertz stops at the gateway to interaction. In
methodological terms this leads to a one-sided
concentration on ‘fine data’ and ‘interesting
cases’: in other words, to a problematic devalua-
tion of the analytic scope of ‘thin’ descriptions
and of the cultural content-value or methodo-
logical usefulness of social phenomena that are
presumed to be less ‘profound’ (cf. Sacks 1992
for an example of an opposing view).

On the other hand, Geertz’s preference for set-
ting up elaborate relationships between various
meaning levels, or between what is there and
how it is there, has led to accusations of rela-
tivism (cf. Shankman 1984). This is unjustified
in so far as Geertz looks upon relativism primar-
ily as a methodological strategy and does not
therefore see it in the same way as critics of rel-
ativism, as an epistemological position. Even if
he might therefore be considered rather as an
anti anti-relativist (cf. Geertz 1984a), his plura-
lism, his predilection for cultural differences,
contrasts, conflicts and nuances, are neverthe-
less very strongly characteristic of his work.
Unlike most of his colleagues, he compares not
only what is there with how it is there, but even
different cultures with each other. Taken
together with the reflexivity he emphasizes, this
sometimes leads him to an ironic and coquet-
tish nonchalance about the standards of empir-
ical work (e.g. Geertz 1995: 17f.).

What is daring but also fascinating about this
way of presenting ethnographic information is
that when we read it, the borders between here
and there, between reality and imagination,
between science and poetry begin — if not to dis-
appear — at least to become blurred. A feeling of
ambivalence grows in the reader: is what Geertz
states really a reconstruction of the meaning
that this kind of social action has for the native,
or is it only what Geertz induces or reads into it?
For the claims that he makes, an empirical foun-
dation is signalled as given (‘ethnographically
informed’). But Geertz is notorious for omitting
more detailed indicators about their justifica-
tion or even justifiability according to normal

scientific criteria. If, as Greenblatt (1997)
supposes, the ‘seductive power’ (Roseberry 1982)
of Geertz's work for non-ethnologists lies mainly
in the fact that, apart from their literary-
aesthetic qualities, they promise ‘contact with
the factual’, then this quasi-referential style of
Geertz’s represents a variant of ‘genre blurring’
(Geertz 1983a) that is not without danger:
what is gained in imagination could easily be
offset by a loss of confidence in the ‘empirical
foundation’.

Geertz sees himself as a master of ‘unabsolute
truths’ (Berreby 1995), as one who provides
curative irritations and prevents us from finding
easy answers: a highly potent medicine, and not
a household remedy for the everyday work of
qualitative research.

NOTE

1 Microscopic does not mean microanalytical.
Microanalytical approaches (such as context analy-
sis, ethnography of communication or conversa-
tion analysis) are concerned with how everyday
processes of interaction are organized, whereas for
Geertz it is important to explore the meaning con-
tent of a small section of culture. He aims not at
more exact viewing (such as that obtained
with video recordings) but at more profound
interpretations.

FURTHER READING

Geertz, C. (2000) Available Light. Anthro-
pological Reflexions on Philosophical Topics.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Inglies, F. (2000) Clifford Geertz. Culture, Custom
and Ethics. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Ostrow, J. M. (1990) ‘The Availability of Difference:
Clifford Geertz on Problems of Ethnographic
Research and Interpretation’, Qualitative
Studies in Education, 3: 61-69.



Norman K. Denzin: Life in Transit

Yvonna S. Lincoln

1 Introduction 53
2 The transit of disciplines: blurring genres 54
3 The transition through method: from classical sociology to postmodern performance 55

1 INTRODUCTION

Perhaps no one has made such profound shifts,
or contributed to as many genres — or to the
blurring of so many genres — as Norman
K. Denzin. In the course of his career, he has
embraced two major courses of intellectual
action: the ongoing exploration of sociology in
everyday life, particularly the cinema’s role in
shaping contemporary culture (see 5.7), and the
shaping of interpretive method and paradigm
for the social sciences. Each of those intellectual
‘transits’ crosses disciplines, sociological tradi-
tions and methodology in the social sciences
conceived broadly.

Although it is nearly impossible to sort out
the transformations that characterize Denzin’s
methodological shifts (from classical symbolic
interactionist perspectives to postmodern narra-
tives and performance texts) from the discipli-
nary boundaries he has crossed, some idea of
the matrices that intersect in his work will help
to sort the evolutionary stages in his thinking. It
would be wrong to suggest, however, nor should
the reader infer, that Denzin has left behind
symbolic interactionist work. Quite the oppo-
site. Influenced heavily by both Blumer and the
Chicago School of symbolic interactionism (see
3.3), he still anchors much of his writing in the
search for codes and cultural symbols that act
beyond the propositional level to shape com-
munication and meaning in contemporary
American life. He still grounds method, writing

and narrative practices in ‘theor[ies] of the
social’ (1996b), and consequently, theories of
the social and linguistic codes and symbols
which both mark and create culture. Indeed,
one of the most stable themes of his writing has
been the attempt to merge or find important
overlaps between symbolic interactionism and
other methods, perspectives and currents of
thought (cf. interactionism and ethnomethodo-
logy 1969; the sociology of emotion and inter-
actionism 1983; semiotics and interactionism
1987; interactionism and cultural studies 1992;
and interactionism and the postmodern impulse
1989b). In trying to make the connections
between interactionism and other traditions
and methods, Denzin has drawn on a variety
of disciplines, artifacts (primarily contemporary
cinema), material practices (primarily ethno-
graphy as a written product of research on
social life), and social critiques (Baudrillard,
Foucault, Deleuze and Derrida, among others).
And even though he crosses and re-crosses bor-
ders and boundaries, like the Buddhist in the
epigram, he never steps into the same stream
twice.

Consequently, ‘sorting’, as I shall shortly do,
is at once a technique to simplify a rich and pro-
lific intellectual life and a complex body of
work, and at the same time, a shorthand, and
accordingly misleading, way of dealing with the
intricate interrelationships between intellectual
influences which mark his work. The reader is
cautioned to read the subsequent sections as
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they were intended: for flavor, for some notion
of the profound activity of this work, for the
‘length and the breadth and the sweep’ of
thought.

2 THE TRANSIT OF DISCIPLINES:
BLURRING GENRES

Clifford Geertz (1983) may have prophesied its
coming, but he could not himself blur genres as
well as Norman K. Denzin. In the course of
some 30 years or more, Denzin has traversed the
social sciences - including sociology and
anthropology (1971, 1989a, 1990a); the old film
and cinema studies and the new film criticism
(1986, 1988, 1991b, 1992a, 1993); deviance in
social life; alcohol - its social organization, per-
sonal destruction and the associated ‘industries’
and social organizations of recovery (1977); fic-
tion, ethnographic fiction and ethnopoetics
(1997); children and families (1985b, 1997); the
phenomenology of emotion (1983, 1985a); sex
and sexuality in the postmodern era (1985b);
cultural studies (1991b, 1992, 1997); and method
in the social sciences (1971, 1979; Denzin and
Lincoln 1994b, 2000).

In a more general sense, the blurring of genres
refers to the crossing over between disciplines,
borrowing intellectual traditions and illumi-
native insights from one discipline which might
inform the study of another. It also means, in a
much narrower sense, the disappearance of
strict and rigid boundaries between academic
disciplines, and even the eventual collapse of
such disciplinary boundaries. Blurring also
refers to the creation of new disciplines, for
example cultural studies (see 2.4, 3.9) or commu-
nications studies, which are hybrids of intellec-
tual concerns and issues, frequently with
borrowed, appropriated, adapted, and bricoleur-
style methods crafted on the spot for particular
analytic tasks.

In seeking, proposing and explicating cross-
over intellectual concerns, Denzin has provided
the intellectual ammunition for young scholars
(and those wishing to open new intellectual
avenues of study for themselves and others) by
demonstrating how it might be done. His most
important call for crossover method was proba-
bly the Handbook of Qualitative Research, which
we edited together (Denzin and Lincoln, 1st
edition 1994b). In this work, Denzin explicitly
calls for qualitative researchers in dozens of

disciplines to abandon the project of assigning
to any given discipline the rights to any
method, philosophy, or analytic strategy, and
instead to become bricoleurs — jacks-of-all-trades
willing to confiscate methods and materials as
each was deemed useful, constructive or pro-
fitable. ‘Traditions’ developed within specific
academic disciplines were no longer to be con-
sidered the property of those disciplines, but
rather tools, scraps and raw material from which
might be constructed new methods, new ana-
lytic strategies, and new understandings of
social life. ‘“Traditions’ passed into methodologi-
cal ‘bone-yards’, where pieces and structures
might be reassembled into more serviceable
objects, even while the parts and pieces might
be recognizable to other handymen, generalists,
or specialists.

In abandoning strict adherence to method,
Denzin concomitantly not only proposed move-
ment across the social sciences, he projected
(with others) a movement away from the
sciences qua science, and a blurring of the bound-
aries between the human sciences and the arts,
fiction, poetry, oral traditions such as story-
telling, film and performance texts. Like others
in cultural studies (see 2.4, 3.9), Denzin specifi-
cally proposed that virtually any material
project — whether art, film, television, advertise-
ments, newspapers, or other media forms -
become the subject of study in the modern
West. His project is not to create an abstruse
body of sociological knowledge; rather it is to
create ‘ethnographlies] which refuse abstrac-
tions and high theory’ (Denzin 1999), to ‘return
to narrative as a political act’ (1999), and to pro-
vide the means to create understanding, empa-
thy and solidarity.

Central to this review is the question of to
which fields, subjects and methods Denzin
turned his fertile intellect and productive analy-
ses, but additionally, how did he move from
‘there’ — the beginning of his career — to where his
work points today? Are there hallmarks of the
transit through intellectual stages and periods? Is
it possible, as it might be with Picasso, for
instance, to see ‘periods’, sequences, influences,
initiations, closures, in this work? Although a
work this brief cannot possibly trace the elements
of influence, the books, films, articles and per-
sonal introspections that led to where his work is
today, some sense of the history of these ideas can
be gleaned from a few representative works. It is
to that set of transitions I wish to turn now.



3 THE TRANSITION THROUGH
METHOD: FROM CLASSICAL
SOCIOLOGY TO POSTMODERN
PERFORMANCE

A signal shift in the passage from a solely
symbolic interactionist perspective to a form of
interpretivism can be found in ‘The logic of nat-
uralistic inquiry’ (Denzin 1971). Many of the
early ideas found in this work are repeated, with
increasing elaboration and theoretical sophisti-
cation, in later works. While he labelled ‘this
version of the research act naturalistic behavior-
ism’, terminology that he would later abandon,
nevertheless he begins to create an image of
the sociologist’s new work and new role. He
argues that

Naturalistic behaviorism places the sociological
observer squarely in the center of the research act.
It recognizes the observer for what he or she is
and takes note of the fact that all sociological
work somehow reflects the unique stance of the
observer .... The naturalistic behaviorist thus
stands over and against the broader sociological
community and takes himself or herself seriously.
(1971: 167)

In these three sentences, Denzin set the stage for
later enrichment and refinement of his ideas
concerning the centrality of the researcher in
the research and later, writing processes; the piv-
otal role of a standpoint epistemology; and the
role of the sociologist as social critic, advocate,
public intellectual and constructor of com-
pelling social images.

It is clear, however, that even as this work
foreshadows many of the larger concerns that
will occupy centre stage today, he is still
grounded in the contemporary sociological
norms of the early 1970s. His ‘programmatic
statement’ of what it will take for symbolic
interactionists and other sociologists to make
their cases persuasive includes, for instance,
assessment of the naturalistic ‘indicators by the
usual canons of reliability, repeatability, and
validity’ (1971: 167), generalizability (p. 174)
and causal analyses (p. 179). Yet even while he
suggests for the naturalistic behaviourist the
canons of scientific method as a route to scien-
tific respectability, he begins the process of loos-
ening the bonds of that same scientific method.
He begins with Garfinkel’s dictum of language
as a social production (see 2.3, 3.2); he greatly
extends this idea, however, by arguing that the
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self is a ‘a social production’, and that objects
and sites provide interactional stimuli and the
‘behavioral locus of all joint acts’ (p. 172). Conse-
quently, the self is constantly being defined by
the language it chooses to use, the ‘others’ and
objects with whom/which it interacts (or
chooses not to interact), and the arenas in
which it engages in the production of self. Later,
these categories would include reflection on the
researcher as a producer of one or more selves in
the field.

Ruminating on Wittgenstein’s ideas that
‘what we cannot speak about we must pass over
in silence’, Denzin moved next to considering
notions of time and mind (1982), transversing
the distance then again between mind and emo-
tion, emotion and feeling, feeling and the
embodied self (1983, 1984, 1985a,b; Charmaz
1985). In ‘On time and mind’, he specifically
and directly calls sociologists to ‘set aside ... the
tenets of logical positivism ... as the interpretive
social scientist moves forward in the construc-
tion of a viable, authentic depiction of meaning
and human interaction’ (Denzin 1982: 43). It is
here, too, that he begins a call that extends to
work in press today: the plea for a social science
enlarged and refurbished by cross-disciplinary
and literary and artistic work.

It is a signal pentimento that he would, in this
cry to leave behind logical positivism, look for a
way to construct ‘a viable, authentic depiction
of meaning and human interaction’ (p. 43),
then, in 1990, conclude that it is not possible to
‘ever get to the personal troubles and epiphanic
experiences that fundamentally alter people’s
lives’ (1990a: 2); that we risk the possibility that
the ‘beliefs, attitudes and experiences, like the
subjects who supposedly hold them, are only
cultural, textural creations ...[who] have no
autonomy outside the texts we (or they) write’
(p- 14). The answer, he concludes first, is in
‘minimalist theoretical preconceptions’ (p. 14),
which ‘study and write the stories of personal
trouble that ordinary people tell one another.
We give a voice to these people’ (p. 15). But he
would later propose (1996a, 1999, 2000a) an
ethnography that is ‘simultaneously minimal,
existential, autoethnographic, vulnerable, perfor-
mative and critical’, a ‘sociologist’s tale [which] is
always allegorical, a symbolic tale, a parable that
is not just a record of human experience ... [but
also] a utopian tale of redemption, a story that
brings a moral compass back into the readers’
(and the writer’s) lives’ (1996b: 748; emphases
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added). The dialectic is between writing stories
of minimalist theoretical preoccupation, and
understanding that writing itself is a political
and theoretical act (cf. 2000), and that those
‘who write culture also write theory’ (Denzin
1997: xii). One understanding of this dialectic is
the growing understanding that minimalist the-
oretical preoccupation may mean minimalist
preoccupation with a priori theory, but the con-
struction of new social theories from accounts of
lived experience (inductively reasoned theories
of social life). An alternative understanding of
the dialectic may simply be as a reaction to the
elaborate, sometimes overblown, theories of
social life constructed by a generation of mod-
ernist social scientists in their attempts to create
grande theories of social phenomena. Whatever
the source of the dialectic, the ongoing ability to
see and label contradictions, tensions, opposing
and paradoxical elements within cultural arti-
facts (especially film - see, for instance, 1988;
see 5.7) was to become a hallmark characteristic
of Denzin's work after 1990.

In any event, the natural next step was the
postmodern and deconstructive turns. In two
review essays in the Journal of Contemporary
Ethnography, scarcely one year apart, Denzin
makes the case for an emerging postmodern
ethnography. In 1989, he argues that

My thesis is simple. Contemporary sociological
ethnography must embrace the postmodern
impulse in anthropology. It must let go of its pre-
occupation with scientific method, qualitative
data collection and analysis, writing about writing
ethnography, the search for generic principles of
social life, and the problems of institutionalized
journals. It must become seriously existential.
(1989a: 89)

In 1990, he again defined what he believed to be
the central point of ethnographic work:

Written with a minimum of theory, interpretive
ethnography erases the conventional boundaries
between an objective observer and the worlds he
or she has studied. Inscribed in the first person,
these accounts use the researcher as a window
into the worlds entered. The writer becomes the
subject of the text. In such works traditional
ethnographic problems fall by the wayside,
including reliability, validity, theoretical con-
structs, distinctions between fact and fiction, and
the judgment, or evaluation of experiences ... in
terms of Western categories of reason, logic, and
science. (1990b: 231)

These two works represent a shift in Denzin'’s
thinking which will characterize all the works to
follow, including the Handbook of Qualitative
Research, (Denzin and Lincoln 1994b), and the
second edition of the same volume (2000).

Comprehension of what this postmodern
moment means is accomplished via the analytic
technique of Derridan deconstructive reading, a
form of close textual analysis which ‘examines
how a text creates its own sense of logic, order
and presence ... [and] examines how a text cre-
ates its particular images of society, culture, the
other, the subject, structures, and their centers,
oppositions, hierarchies, order, rationality and
reason’ (Denzin 1991b: 35).

Undertaking deconstruction on cultural texts
(particularly film) permits an analysis of what is
normally ‘hidden’ from the reader: rhetorical
structures that support or deny racism, sexism,
classism, or other oppressive structures, forms of
control, and cultural hierarchies. Engaging in
deconstructive practices (and reading others
who do so also) engages the reader in cultural
critique and examination of the assumptions
undergirding Western, colonial and modernist
ideas.

Such deconstructive intellectual activities
have led, finally, to the space Denzin occupies
today: where he views the possibilities of ‘quali-
tative research and interpretive ethnography as
forms of radical democratic practice’ (Denzin
2000). No longer is qualitative method merely a
set of tools of choice for interpretive practices.
Rather, qualitative methods are the framework
for enacting a new sociology and a new
social science, one which will provide the ‘way
to undo traditional sociology’ (1996b). In a re-
imagined sociology, the old epistemologies and
axiologies have given way to a new, ‘postprag-
matist, feminist, communitarian, moral ethic’,
one possibility of which is ‘changing the world’
(Denzin 2000). The new social science texts are
connected, in Denzin’s mind, with what he
labels an ‘intimate, civic journalism’ (2000: 899),
performance ethnography, critical race and
ethnic studies, and the humanities (see 2000).

A social science for the new millennium will be
‘an existential, interpretive ethnography, an
ethnography that offers a blueprint for cultural
criticism’ (Denzin 2000), following Marcus and
Fischer’s (1986) advocacy for a social science that
provides not only cultural description, but also
cultural critique. Quietly, but with great urgency,
Denzin now seeks a future that embodies both a



criticism of the ‘critical elements of the cultural
logics of late capitalism’ (1991: 408), and a loving
and respectful ‘politics of hope’ (2000). It is an
enriched standpoint from which to seek and see
the possibilities for qualitative research and
ethnographic writing (see 5.22).
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There exist at least two ways of contributing to
the development of social research: (1) someone
writes programmatic statements and provides
methodological considerations about how
research should be done appropriately or
(2) someone does research, seldom explaining
how, why and whose footsteps he or she is
following. Marie Jahoda belongs to the second
camp. Saying this does not imply that she
was unaware of methodological problems, but
Jahoda always was convinced that enlarging our
knowledge about the social life is more impor-
tant than debating the fine-graining of proce-
dures and techniques. One could call this
attitude instrumentalistic. In Jahoda’s case this
approach came to life very early in her career,
and is rooted in the social, political and schol-
arly micro-environment in which she grew up.

1 SOCIO-CULTURAL BACKGROUND

Marie Jahoda was born in 1907 in Vienna at a
time when the city, for some ten more years,
was the metropolitan centre of the increasingly
disintegrating Austro-Hungarian Empire of the
Hapsburg dynasty. Her family was of middle
class background, living there for generations.
Her parents were assimilated Jews but did not
dissolve their relationship to the Jewish com-
munity by converting to Christianity. Jahoda'’s

parents did not object to higher education for
her nor for her three siblings, a clear indication
of a progressive parental attitude towards
gender equality.

The parents’ admiration both for the legen-
dary literary critic Karl Kraus, who favoured rig-
orous attentiveness towards the proper use of
language, and for the author of comprehensive
practical utopian pamphlets, Joseph Popper-
Lynkeus, a relative of the philosopher Karl
Popper, was transferred to and adopted by the
young Marie Jahoda. The Vienna of Jahoda’s
youth was also the place where psychology rose
to popularity due to the fame but unobtrusive
presence of Sigmund Freud and the much
higher visibility of his admirers on the one hand
and Alfred Adler and his devotees on the other
hand. Finally, after the collapse of the old
regime, the Austro-Marxists took over power in
the municipality of Vienna and established
there virtually a laboratory for social reform.

Marie Jahoda and her peers joined the move-
ment and there she started her first career as an
aspiring politician. Later in her life she would
explain the choice of psychology as her major
by saying that she had been completely sure
that after the revolution she would become
Minister of Education in the first Socialist gov-
ernment, and psychology seemed to her then
the best preparation for this dream (Jahoda
1983: 345). She did not succeed with her political



aspirations but at the university she familiarized
herself with the tools of research. She acquired
her sociological frame of reference, however,
not in university courses. Jahoda never attended
a sociology class and took only few in psycho-
logy; she received most of her professional edu-
cation as a participant of several discussion
groups in Vienna'’s then lively intellectual envi-
ronment. Besides Austro-Marxism and academic
psychology she took part in debates of reform
pedagogues, school reformers and neo-positivist
philosophers.

Since neither Freud nor his early-collaborator-
turned-opponent Alfred Adler taught at the
University of Vienna Jahoda had to study psy-
chology under the Biihler couple. Karl Biihler,
who was the only full professor there, had
developed his own version of psychology before
he was called to a chair at the University of
Vienna. He combined insights from Gestalt with
developmental psychology, creating an early
version of psychology of thought and language.
His wife, Charlotte, the first woman to receive a
habilitation in psychology in Vienna and subse-
quently promoted to associate professor,
directed a large group of PhD students. Financial
support came from the Rockefeller Foundation.
The students observed not only the behaviour of
children in a foster clinic but, under the leader-
ship of Charlotte Biihler, they founded a
life-span-oriented theory of psychological matu-
ration. Jahoda wrote her PhD about the bio-
graphical narratives of elderly men living in an
asylum. She finished it the very year her first
major contribution to social research appeared
in print. Marienthal: The Sociography of an Un-
employed Community, co-authored with Hans
Zeisel and conducted under the guidance of
Jahoda’s first husband, Paul F. Lazarsfeld,
became a classic in qualitative social research. It
appeared in print in spring of 1933, the worst
time for a study inspired by Marxism and
written by Jews.

2 MARIENTHAL

The topic for this study (see Fleck 2002), which
started in 1931, seems to be no surprise, given
the fact that the Great Depression of 1929
caused mass unemployment world wide.
Nevertheless, it was the leading Austro-Marxist
theoretician Otto Bauer, with whom the group
around Lazarsfeld met regularly, who proposed
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this theme instead of the one Lazarsfeld
preferred. Bauer too pointed the group to the
tiny workers’ village some 20 kilometres outside
Vienna where the only factory had closed its
doors recently.

Marienthal is exemplary in three aspects:
methodologically because of the combined use
of a wide range of research strategies; politically
because the authors detected, to their own sur-
prise, that economic deprivation caused apathy
instead of an uprising mood and finally because
of the group of investigators’ devotion not only
to produce a sociologically interesting piece of
research but to be instrumental to the people of
Marienthal themselves during their stay in the
field. Today one would call the last aim action
research and the first triangulation (see 4.6).
Given the fact that the group of researchers was
inexperienced and very young the quality of the
study, a product of only some weeks of investi-
gations, is amazing. Perhaps lack of a research
tradition and the non-existence of a school-like
dependence of the novices made this success
possible. In Marienthal one finds a huge number
of different research techniques, both obtrusive
and unobtrusive, quantitative oriented and
qualitative, and numerical as well as verbal data
providing ‘sociographic’ information and life-
cycle narratives to the point. Some of the tech-
niques were invented on the spot: for example,
when someone from the research team had the
impression that men and women walked at a
different pace over the village’s central square,
Hans Zeisel took a watch, placed himself at an
apartment window and started measuring
people’s velocity. Together with other data this
was one of the earliest contributions to the then
non-existent speciality ‘sociology of time’.

Not being part of a distinct scholarly tradi-
tion, the Marienthal team was free to find its
own way through the field and afterwards
through the data (see 5.1). Fortunately, they
succeeded in both endeavours. Before Jahoda
et al. entered Marienthal for the first time they
were thinking about their project in the terms,
concepts and premises of their university teachers
Charlotte and Karl Biihler. Since, however, this
research was only loosely connected to the
Biihlers, the investigators were independent
enough to go beyond the frame of reference of
their teachers. They abandoned some of
Charlotte Biihler’s follies and were looking for
new keys to make sense out of their field experi-
ences. Not being trained as social anthropologists
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eased their commitment to the expected length
of staying in the field. (Here one should add
that all members of the research team were in
the field at large - the Austrian labour move-
ment — for a much longer period of time, and
therefore they did not experience the shocks of
cultural newcomers.)

Politics hindered the continuation of the
group’s research in Austria. Because of her acti-
vities in the socialist underground movement
Jahoda was imprisoned in 1936. After half a year
in jail she was freed only under the condition
that she left the country immediately. She
moved from Vienna to London, less than a year
before the Nazis took over power in Austria.

3 FIELD RESEARCH AND
EXILE POLITICS

During the Second World War Jahoda lived in
England, active in the exiled group of Social
Democrats, as a radio broadcaster for the
Foreign Office, and in refugee aid organizations.
Besides these she continued her research efforts.
Immediately after her arrival she started a field
study in an unemployed miners’ community in
South Wales where she investigated a self-help
scheme, proposed by Quakers. Completely on
her own, she tried to use similar research proce-
dures as in Marienthal, but also adopted
techniques of field research from the social
anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowksi. Jahoda
spent weeks in the area, lived with the families
of the unemployed miners, ate their meagre
meals, and observed the behaviour of those who
participated in the subsistence scheme where
old-fashioned miners had to do work they
thought morally inappropriate for them.

The harsh experiences of doing field research
became irrelevant when Jahoda heard that the
Nazis had taken over Austria. She interrupted
her research to help family members and
friends to get out of Austria. One of the
Quakers offered her his help, and thanks to the
collaborative effort all Jahoda’s relatives
escaped. She herself returned to her research
site, finished the study and submitted a copy of
her manuscript to the very man who had
helped her family in the weeks before. When
he declared to Jahoda that her findings would
destroy his life’s work she decided to bury her
manuscript in her desk. This study appeared in
print only decades later, and Jahoda then still

struggled with herself whether the publication
might hurt some of the surviving Quakers
(Jahoda 1938/1987).

During her stay in England Jahoda did some
more field research, for instance when she
investigated the experiences of young women
during the status passage from school to work.
Anthropologists usually go through a period
where the deliberate unfamiliarity of the field
offers them insights into the world-view of the
subjects. Jahoda acted similarly during her early
years in exile but did not make use of this tech-
nique afterwards. It seems that she was not
inclined to follow anthropologists’ textbook
advice.

4 POLITICALLY RELEVANT
SOCIAL RESEARCH

Near the end of the Second World War Jahoda
migrated to New York, where she spent the
next 12 years. Her first job was with Max
Horkheimer’s group of mainly European refugee
scholars who started studying prejudice in
America under a grant from the American
Jewish Committee. Jahoda not only contributed
a study of her own to the ‘Studies in Prejudice’
series but acted as a research assistant for the
whole project. Together with a New Yorker psy-
choanalyst, Nathan W. Ackerman, she exam-
ined protocols of therapeutic sessions to detect
anti-Semitic attitudes expressed by average
clients (Ackerman and Jahoda 1950). Later on
she edited, together with Richard Christie, a
critical examination of the main study of the
Horkheimer group, the still well-known
Authoritarian Personality (Christie and Jahoda
1954). Theodor W. Adorno and Horkheimer
were not pleased with the criticism expressed in
the contributions to this volume.

Psychoanalysis played a major role in Jahoda’s
life and research. She herself went through a rig-
orous analysis with Heinz Hartmann, and later
in her career she made studies of the emigration
of psychoanalysis to the United States and the
contribution of Freud to academic psychology
(Jahoda 1977).

Jahoda left the Horkheimer group, which
later became well known as the Frankfurt School
of critical theory, to join the newly created
Bureau of Applied Social Research at
Columbia University under Lazarsfeld and
Robert K. Merton, notorious for its leading role



in developing and establishing mainstream
quantitative methodology in social research (see
Lautman and Lécuyer 1998). There she collabo-
rated primarily with Merton in a huge study
about human relations of ethnically and
socially mixed residents in housing projects. In
the still unpublished study she examined the
differences between statistical averages and
what she called ‘fit’. The group of people which
fits best in a community is not always the
majority or the average. To identify the fitting
subset one is forced to use methods other than
those ordinary sample surveys offer. Identifying
patterns of normative and cultural integration is
possible only if the researcher looks at real inter-
relations and pays less attention to statistically
produced correlation (Jahoda 1961).

Two years after coming to Manhattan, Jahoda
was called to a chair at New York University,
where she also became director of a newly estab-
lished Research Center for Human Relations, a
topic then very much in vogue in different parts
of the social sciences. The following decade was
the most productive period of her career. She
not only published a textbook on research
methods but did a lot of research on different
topics, mostly in collaboration with other
psychologists and sociologists.

The two-volume textbook Research Methods in
Social Relations, with Especial Reference to Prejudice,
edited with her long-time affiliates Morton
Deutsch and Stuart W. Cook (New York 1951,
second, one-volume edition 1959), is intended
to inform different types of users of social
research instead of addressing academic appren-
tices about new procedures. This commitment
foreshadows the ‘public understanding of
science’ approach of more recent days. The text-
book, one of the earliest of its kind, was widely
used in undergraduate courses, reissued four
times, and translated into several languages.

Jahoda later left the United States and resett-
led for private reasons in England, where she
lived for the rest of her long life. She started
there at Brunel University and was later awarded
a chair in social psychology at the newly estab-
lished University of Sussex. During the 1960s
she did some more empirical research and later
in her life she returned to her first research
topic, the socio-psychological consequences of
unemployment. Her main contribution to this
field could be seen in her attempt to identify
latent consequences of employment. Manifestly
paid work contributes to the well-being of the
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workers; latent consequences of being employed
can be seen in the fact that it ‘imposes a time
structure on the waking day. Secondly, employ-
ment implies regularly shared experiences and
contacts with people outside the nuclear family.
Thirdly, employment links an individual to
goals and purposes which transcend his own.
Fourthly, employment defines aspects of per-
sonal status and identity. Finally, employment
enforces activity’ (Jahoda 1979: 313).

Jahoda died in April 2001 at the age of 94 at
her home in Sussex.

5 JAHODA'S RESEARCH STYLE

In several studies Jahoda demonstrated her own
style of doing social research. As she explained
later in her life, she always tried to start from
real problems instead of those elaborated in
university seminars or psychological laboratories
(Fryer 1986). The topics of some of her articles
illustrate this point of view impressively: preju-
dices, not only those directed against Jews,
interracial and inter-ethnic relations, problems
of female students adapting to the mores of a
liberal arts college, and others. When the hyste-
ria of the so-called McCarthy era reached its
peak Jahoda started several investigations about
the consequences of this climate for those who
never were targets but feared to be implicated
(Jahoda and Cook 1952). Later on she studied
blacklisting in the entertainment industry.
When other social scientists started downgrad-
ing their public profile, eliminating references
to suspected authors, and choosing research
topics according to the zeitgeist, Jahoda took the
opposite route, using what she had learned to
find out something that might help others to
understand the contemporary world.

A second aspect of her style of doing social
research could be seen in the complete absence
of narrow-mindedness with regard to the selec-
tion of research procedures. The question under
investigation directed her decision as to which
research procedure might be of value and which
not. Therefore she sometimes used conventional
questionnaires, made use of projective tests, and
invented tests of her own. Jahoda never believed
in any research practice as a silver bullet. An
agnostic in religious affairs, she acted similarly
with regard to scholarly holy texts and routines.

Furthermore, Jahoda was never committed to
defend convictions or theoretical orientations
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against empirical evidence. Her roots in Vienna's
intellectual micro-environment where explana-
tion and critical examination were favoured
over ‘school’ thinking and defence of unde-
pendable claims saved her from being a member
of a dogmatic sect of any conviction. In her
autobiography, available only in a German
translation, she remembers an episode from her
early days, when she tried to defend her Marxist
convictions against the facts and an exiled
Hungarian Marxist made the audience laugh at
her. As a corollary of this attitude she labelled
most of her research papers ‘explorative’, ‘preli-
minary’, ‘case study’, etc., and did not think of
herself as someone who did work that others
could not achieve.

Jahoda’s instrumentalistic approach with
regard to research techniques offered her the
advantage of using insights from several schol-
arly fields freely. Since she never thought of
herself as a member of a narrowly defined disci-
pline, she assembled in her work findings and
concepts from psychology, psychoanalysis and
sociology.

The most astonishing feature of Jahoda’s
work, spanning a period of nearly seven
decades, can be seen in the continuities she was
able to preserve. She never abandoned her basic
convictions, neither those that are rooted in a
scholarly ethos nor those that are more closely
related to political or moral principles.

What we can learn from Jahoda’s life and
work is that the main obligation of social scien-
tists lies in the explanation of hidden patterns,
developments not visible to untrained observers.

There exist more than one mode of learning and
those who commit themselves to a qualitative
approach in the social sciences should not seek
for an algorithm to solve our research problems,
but perhaps make use of a more complex model,
and therefore stick to basic qualitative insight.
There is some agreement that one successful
way of learning is by looking closely at role
models. Marie Jahoda is certainly one.
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Introduction

Qualitative research cannot be reduced to data
collection and interpretation procedures, methodo-
logical principles or detailed and exotic descrip-
tions of life-worlds. Methods and methodologies
are not, for this kind of research, an end in
themselves. They are based on theoretical con-
siderations and should, in turn, serve in the for-
mulation of theories. The precise description of
life-worlds ought to contribute to a better under-
standing of specific cultural phenomena and
forms of action, to assist in the recognition of
structures and patterns of their social reproduc-
tion and their particular rationale.

A common starting point for the different
individual theoretical traditions within qualita-
tive research is the day-to-day action of members
of society in differing situations and under vary-
ing cultural conditions. But what is important
in the detailed descriptions of these is not a
duplication or a ‘portrait’ of reality. It is rather
that their character itself is a central theme of
theoretical endeavour in qualitative research. To
capture social reality in a theoretical form it is
first necessary to make a reconstruction and
analysis using a variety of ethnographic proce-
dures, derived from interviews and documents.
Secondly, the knowledge gained in this way has
then to be incorporated into a set of general the-
oretical relationships — perhaps as a contribu-
tion to the basis of a constitution of sociality, a
theory of social order, or a theory of culture or
regional cultures.

Part 3 consists of two subsections: the first
focuses on the most important background
theories of qualitative research, whereas the
second subsection addresses examples of quali-
tative research programmes with specific theo-
retical frameworks.

The first group of contributions includes:
phenomenological life-world analysis (see 3.1),
ethnomethodology (see 3.2) and symbolic
interactionism (see 3.3), as well as the construc-
tivist (see 3.4) and hermeneutic (see 3.5) theo-
retical perspectives. The second group addresses
research programmes and theoretical developments

for specific issues: biographical (see 3.6) and
generation research (see 3.7), approaches like
ethnography (see 3.8), cultural studies (see 3.9),
or gender studies (see 3.10) have developed
their own theoretical discourse. Research in
organizations (see 3.11) and qualitative evalua-
tion research (see 3.12) confronts the empirical
work with specific theoretical demands.

BACKGROUND THEORIES (PART 3A)

The first chapter (see 3.1) gives an overview of
phenomenological life-world analysis as devel-
oped by Alfred Schiitz following the ideas of
Edmund Husserl. Here the bases of the constitu-
tion of meaning for social science analysis are
developed. In this theoretical perspective we see
the existing social reality, which we take for
granted, as a preconditional ‘social construc-
tion” (Berger and Luckmann 1966) of members
of a given society (see 3.4).

Ethnomethodology represents an indepen-
dent theoretical development within qualitative
research (see 3.2). It shares with phenomeno-
logical analysis the question of the routine
foundations of everyday action and its formal
mechanisms. Within the tradition of sociology
it picks up the question first posed by Durkheim
concerning the preconditions of social order
and directs its attention to the ‘productive
achievements’ of members of society that bring
about social order as an arrangement of com-
munication and interaction.

Symbolic interactionism (see 3.3) has its roots in
pragmatism and is governed by a humanist per-
spective. In its basic assumptions it stresses the
importance of the subject in the creation of social
reality, it indicates the processes of joint situational
negotiation of lines of action and the role of settled
cultural and symbolically transmitted norms,
which only become a concrete action-reality for
participants in the course of an interaction. In its
most recent developments under the conditions of
postmodernism and the influence of the crisis of
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representation, the constructivist aspects of the
approach have been more fully elaborated.

We are concerned here (see 3.4) with certain
approaches to a constructivist perspective that
belong not only to qualitative research but
which have led to particularly intensive discus-
sion and further developments in this area.
Here, in addition to methodological considera-
tions, there is also some treatment of epistemo-
logical questions concerning the character of
social reality; this involves discussion of the
links with a theory of science deriving, on the
one hand, from system-theory and, on the other
hand, from literary studies, with regard to their
importance for theory construction in qualita-
tive research.

Hermeneutic approaches constitute, after
phenomenology and symbolic interactionism,
the third major tradition within qualitative
research (see 3.5). Qualitative data such as pro-
tocols, memos, interview transcripts, photo-
graphs or films do not speak for themselves;
in qualitative research they are viewed as texts
that have to be read (in the sense of interpreted)
and related to available research results. In the
different hermeneutic approaches there is a
broad tradition of transforming these inter-
pretative endeavours into theory-driven
methodologies.

RESEARCH PROGRAMMES AND
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
FOR SPECIFIC ISSUES (PART 3B)

Qualitative biographical research (see 3.6) and
qualitative generation research (see 3.7) are
closely related: how are individual interpreta-
tions interrelated, which also always means the
creation of new or reconstructed personal
biographies in the light of historical constella-
tions and events, which members of a given
generation have both undertaken and suffered,
and how do new configurations and lifestyles
emerge from these constellations? It is also in the
context of an everyday history of the modern

world that new perspectives in qualitative
theory provide scope for new discoveries.

Life-world analysis reconstructs the inner
view of the actor in a variety of local environ-
ments, ‘meaning-provinces’ and special worlds,
in order to achieve a better overall understand-
ing of participants and their life-world(s) (see
3.8). The investigation of these is not only man-
ifest in the diversity of modern forms of life. In
its methodological perspective on the artificial
alienation of the habitual and apparently familiar
it opens up, as a reflection, a view of general
principles and processes in the social construc-
tion of life-worlds. Cultural studies (see 3.9) — an
interdisciplinary field between sociology, ethno-
graphy, media science and literary studies — is
interested in the following questions: how are
cultural symbols and traditions used and altered
in the context of social change, under specific
power relations and in states of social conflict
between participants? To what extent are actors
in this process marked by the traditions, fash-
ions and temporal misalignments of (popular)
culture?

Theoretical aspects of qualitative research
have also made an impact on modern gender
research (see 3.10). This is concerned both with
the processes involved in the social construction
of gender and with the qualitative analysis of
communication and interaction within and
between the genders. It is a particular theoreti-
cal challenge to analyse, for example, pieces of
interaction analysis as an expression of the
socially unequal treatment of the genders.

Organization analysis and development (see
3.11) and evaluation research (see 3.12) are
examples of two central applications of qualita-
tive research. They are of theoretical interest in
that the application of qualitative procedures to
organizational development and evaluation
makes visible both the necessary and the
obstructive mechanisms in changing and
redefining social constructions. This enables
qualitative research to provide insights into the
microstructures and preconditions of social
change.
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Background Theories of Qualitative Research

3.1

Phenomenological Life-world Analysis

Ronald Hitzler and Thomas S. Eberle

1 The idea of a life-world phenomenology 67
2 From meaning-constitution to understanding the other 68
3 On the sociological relevance of life-world analysis 69
1 THE IDEA OF A LIFE-WORLD to achieve an ‘adequate’ methodological

PHENOMENOLOGY

The variant of life-world phenomenology,
which was developed by Alfred Schiitz on the
basis of ideas derived from Husserl and re-
imported to Europe from the USA by Thomas
Luckmann, is today without question one of the
most important background theories of qualita-
tive research (cf. also Brauner as early as 1978).
The main objective of this mundane phenome-
nology is to reconstruct the formal structures of
the life-world.

From a historical point of view, Husserl’s diag-
nosis (1936) of the crisis in European scholar-
ship forms the scientific background to this
focus on the life-world. For him, the crisis con-
sisted of the fact that the scientific protagonists
have (or at least had) forgotten that all science
is rooted in the life-world. For Husserl, the
explanation of the life-world essence of science
therefore provided the only way to overcome
the crisis in science. For when the ‘meaning-
basis’ of the life-world is (again) revealed, scien-
tific idealizations will — in Husserl’s opinion — no
longer be reified, and science will be able

self-awareness.

Life-world, in Edmund Husserl’s sense, is the
original domain, the obvious and unquestioned
foundation both of all types of everyday acting
and thinking and of all scientific theorizing and
philosophizing (cf. also Welz 1996). In its con-
crete manifestations it exists in all its countless
varieties as the only real world of every indivi-
dual person, of every ego. These variations are
built on general immutable structures, the
‘realm of immediate evidence’'.

Alfred Schiitz adopted this idea of Husserl’s and
attempted to discover the most general essential
features of the life-world, in respect of the parti-
cular problems of social as opposed to natural
sciences (cf. Schiitz and Luckmann 1973, 1989).

The general aim of life-world analysis, ori-
ented to the epistemological problems of the
social sciences, is therefore to analyse the under-
standing of meaning-comprehension by means
of a formal description of invariable basic struc-
tures of the constitution of meaning in the
subjective consciousness of actors.

Unlike the normal objective and inductive
understanding of science, phenomenology
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begins with experience of the individual and
develops this in a reflexive form. The mundane
phenomenology of Schiitz and his followers,
therefore, is not a sociological approach in the
strict sense of the word, but a proto-sociological
enterprise that underlies actual sociological
work (cf. Hitzler and Honer 1984; Knoblauch
1996a; Luckmann 1993). It is therefore inter-
ested in the epistemological explanation of the
‘foundation’ of the life-world, which is on the
one hand a point of reference and on the other
hand an implicit basis for research work in the
social sciences.

Nevertheless both ‘normal’ science and mun-
dane phenomenology - in the extended sense of
the term - proceed empirically (cf. Luckmann
1979). Of course, the specific ‘difference’ in
phenomenological empiricism consists of the
researcher beginning with his/her own subjec-
tive experiences. Whatever phenomenological
‘operations’, and on the basis of whatever epis-
temological interests, are then carried out, it is
the personal subjective experiences that are and
remain the only source of data, because they
alone are evident. On the basis of this ‘special’
type of data, phenomenology advances towards
controlled abstraction formulations of the basic
layers of the processes of consciousness and
reveals the universal structures in subjective
constitution-behaviour.

But Schiitz not only analyses the life-world in
respect of how it is constituted meaningfully in
the subjective consciousness: he also sees it as
produced by the actions of people (cf. also Srubar
1988). This also explains the high level of com-
patibility of phenomenological life-world analy-
sis with many of the problems of interpretative
sociology in general and with the theoretical
perspective of American pragmatism (cf. partic-
ularly Schiitz 1962, 1964).

2 FROM MEANING-CONSTITUTION TO
UNDERSTANDING THE OTHER

Throughout his life Schiitz worked on the
problem of a sound philosophical basis for
interpretative sociology. As his starting point he
selected Max Weber’s definition of sociology as
a ‘science that seeks to interpret social action
and thereby provides a causal explanation for its
sequencing and its effects’ (Weber 1972: 1).
According to Weber, what has to be understood
is the ‘subjectively intended meaning’ that

actors relate to their actions. Consequently,
Schiitz recognizes the principal problem of a
methodological basis for the social sciences in
analysing the processes of meaning-creation
and meaning-interpretation together with the
incremental constitution of human knowledge.
In other words: mundane phenomenology, in
the methodological sense, is ‘constitution analy-
sis’. All meaning configurations - according
to Schiitz’s main thesis (1932) — are constituted
in processes of meaning-creation and under-
standing. To explain social phenomena from
the actions of participating individuals therefore
implies referring back to the subjective meaning
which these actions have for the actors
themselves.

In this process of reconstruction, Schiitz
builds on the transcendental phenomenology of
Edmund Husserl: the meaning of experiences
is determined by acts of consciousness. A
meaning-relation arises when (individual) expe-
riences are brought together to form a unit by
syntheses of a higher order. The total coherence
of the experience then forms the quintessence
of all subjective meaning-relations, and the
specific meaning of an experience arises from
the way in which it is classified within this total
coherence of experience.

Actions are experiences of a particular kind:
their meaning is constituted by the design that
anticipates the resulting action. For this reason
Schiitz keeps acting and action strictly apart.
The meaning of acting is determined by the
meaning of the projected action. The goal of an
action is the ‘in-order-to’ motive of the action,
while the stimulus or the reasons for the action-
design form the ‘because’ motive. Weber’s ‘sub-
jectively intended meaning’ is, in this respect,
nothing more than a self-explanation on the
part of the actor of his/her own action-design.
This self-explanation always derives from a
process of ‘now and in this way’, and therefore
necessarily remains ‘relative’: interpretations of
meaning vary, according to the time when they
occur, according to the momentary situational
interest in the explanation, and also according
to the underlying reservoir of knowledge spe-
cific to a particular biography and marked by
typological and relevance structures.

In analysing the understanding of the other
Schiitz departs from the level of transcendental
phenomenology: with his (everyday) ‘general
thesis of the alter ego’ (Schiitz 1962) he presup-
poses the existence of the fellow human and



analyses the way we understand the other from
a quasi-natural perspective. His basic question
is: how can other human beings be understood
if there is no direct access to their conscious-
ness? His analysis shows that the alter ego can
only be understood in a ‘signitive’ way, that is,
through he signs and indications. The act of
understanding therefore always consists of a
self-explanation on the part of the interpreter
on the basis of a biographically determined
reservoir of knowledge, adapted to his/her situ-
ational relevance system. In consequence of
this, no more than fragmentary excerpts of the
other’s subjective context are ever accessible to
the interpreter. Every meaning-interpretation
can therefore be no more than an approxima-
tion, the quality of which depends on the degree
of familiarity with, and the ‘temporal proximity’
of, the particular alter ego in the consciousness of
the interpreter.

Unlike (transcendental) phenomenology, the
social sciences are therefore obliged to take
account, in methodological terms, of the seman-
tic pre-constitution of the social world. This
means that the theories and methods of social
science are ‘second order’ constructs which
(must) derive from ‘first order’ everyday con-
structs. Schiitz expresses this in the form of two
methodological postulates: the postulate of sub-
jective interpretation, and the postulate of
adequacy.

The postulate of subjective interpretation
requires social scientific explanations to relate
to the subjective meaning of an action. From
the point of view of theory-construction this
means that on the basis of typical patterns of an
observed sequence of actions a model of an
actor is constructed to whom an awareness of
typical in-order-to and because motives is attrib-
uted. The postulate of adequacy requires that the
social scientist’s constructs be consistent with
the constructs of the everyday actor. They must
therefore be comprehensible and give an accu-
rate explanation of acting. Complete adequacy
is achieved when the concrete meaning-
orientation of actors is captured accurately. In this
way we explain the subjective perspective of the
individual actors at truly the ultimate reference
point for social science analyses, because ‘hold-
ing on to the subjective perspective’ offers,
according to Schiitz (e.g. 1978), the only really
sufficient guarantee that social reality is not
replaced by a fictitious non-existent world
constructed by some scientific observer.

PHENOMENOLOGICAL LIFE-WORLD ANALYSIS

As Schiitz has shown, however, the perspective
of another actor can only be captured approxi-
mately. Complete adequacy therefore remains
an unachievable ideal for interpretative social
sciences.

3 ON THE SOCIOLOGICAL RELEVANCE
OF LIFE-WORLD ANALYSIS

If one sees phenomenological life-world analysis
as both proto- and para-sociological epistemology,
it then appears to be of immediate relevance to
any kind of sociology based on the notion that
our experience rather than ‘objective’ factual con-
tent is decisive in the way we define situations:
we are, to use Schiitz’s (1962) term, ‘activity cen-
tres’ of our respective situations and thereby also
capable of subjective definition — and, in our rela-
tion to one another, alternating between high-
level agreement and crass opposition.

Accordingly, if our everyday world consists
not simply of ‘brute facts’ but of (manifold)
meanings, then the essential task of sociology is
to understand, in a reconstructive way, how
meanings arise and continue, when and why
they may be described as ‘objective’, and how
human beings adapt interpretatively these
socially ‘objectivized’ meanings and recover
from them, as if from a quarry, their ‘subjective’
significations, thereby collaborating in the further
construction of ‘objective reality’ (cf. Berger and
Luckmann 1966). The empirical programme of
phenomenology therefore includes, from the
point of view of research practice, the systematic
reconstruction of multiple qualities of experience
(see 3.8).

In this sense the life-world is in no way a mar-
ginal theme in the social sciences, but their sys-
tematic central problem: since perception,
experience and action constitute an original
sphere that is only ‘really’ accessible to the per-
ceiving, experiencing or acting subject, the so-
called factual realities are only truly evident as
phenomena of the subjective consciousness. Of
course this experience can always ‘deceive’ in
the face of an ‘objectively’ defined factual con-
tent. Nevertheless, it may be said to determine
our behaviour ‘objectively’. For not only is our
consciousness necessarily intentional (‘about
something’), but also the correlates of this
intentionality — at least in everyday experience —
are meaningful (cf. Schiitz 1967 for further
discussion).
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Because the life-world reveals at every moment
fundamentally more experiential possibilities
than an individual can truly bring into any the-
matic focus, the individual is constantly and
inevitably selecting from the total of possible
experiences available at any given moment (cf.
Esser 1996). It is not generally important to us
that, in consequence, our experience and action
is always the result of elective procedures, because
we are constantly concerned with completing
our actual experience meaningfully or with cre-
ating a structure for every selected perception.
This means that in respect of the meaningfulness
of experiences we distinguish, according to our
respective subjective relevances, between the
important and the unimportant, or between the
relevant and the irrelevant.

This meaningfulness can be distinctly
situation-specific and short-term, but it can also
be (almost) completely independent of situation
and permanent; it can be of purely subjective or
of general social ‘validity’ (to an extent that
always has to be determined). This is because all
individual human beings live in their own life-
world as the sum total of their concrete world of
experience. However, all concrete manifesta-
tions of life-world structures also have inter-
subjective features. To come to terms with our
normal everyday life we make use of a large
number of shared meaning schemata, and our
various subjective relevance systems overlap at
many points.

Shared beliefs first of all facilitate and deter-
mine our everyday life, which is always a matter
of living together. To a certain extent the subject
‘shares’ his/her respective concrete life-world
with others. To put this more precisely: the cor-
relates of an individual’s experience correspond
to the correlates of the experience of others in
ways that may be typologized. From this, mean-
ing schemata may be created, which are shared
by different subjects and are therefore inter-
subjectively valid, and these correlate to a greater
or lesser extent with individual, biographically
conditioned, meaning structures. To put this
rather differently: human social practice is —
inevitably — a practice of interpretation, of decod-
ing signs and symbols, and essentially of
communication (cf. Luckmann 1986, 1989).

In this sense, writers such as Werner Marx
(1987) understand the life-world as a plurality
of sometimes clearly defined, and sometimes
undetermined, purposive individual worlds. Marx
argues that Husserl distinguishes the life-world

from individual worlds by virtue of the fact that
the former are pre-determined and not inten-
tionally constituted, whereas the latter are goal-
directed (for example, the world of the employed
person, of the family member, of the citizen,
and so on). Every immediate experience, every
present world, according to Marx (1987: 129),
has ‘the content of an individual world'.

For a variety of reasons, Hitzler and Honer
(e.g. 1984, 1988, 1991), following Benita
Luckmann (1970), prefer the term ‘small social
life-worlds’, but in a broad sense are referring to
the same phenomenon: a small social life-world
or an individual world is a fragment of the life-
world, with its own structure, within which
experiences occur in relation to a special inter-
subjective reservoir of knowledge that is obliga-
tory and pre-existent. A small social life-world
is the correlate of the subjective experience of
reality in a partial or temporally restricted
culture. This kind of world is ‘small’, therefore,
not because it is concerned only with small
spaces or consists of very few members. A small
social life-world is described as ‘small’ rather
because the complexity of possible social rele-
vances is reduced within it to a particular system
of relevance. And a small social life-world is
called ‘social’ because this relevance system is
obligatory for successful participations. Empiri-
cal examples of the analysis of small social life-
worlds may be found in Honer (e.g. 1994a),
Hitzler (1993, 1995), Hitzler et al. (1996), Hitzler
and Pfadenhauer (1998) Knoblauch (e.g. 1988,
1997) and Soeffner (e.g. 1997).

Therefore, while, in principle, every person is
indeed given his/her own and unique life-world,
from an empirical point of view the individual
subjective life-worlds seem only relatively origi-
nal, because human beings typically refer back
to socio-historically ‘valid’ meaning schemata
and concepts of action in the process of orienta-
tion within their own world.

Particularly in modern societies, small social
life-worlds are therefore the subjective corre-
spondences to cultural objectivizations of reality
showing multiple social diversity, as is mani-
fested, for example, in divergent language and
speaking environments (cf. Luckmann 1989;
Knoblauch 1995, 1996b). The most important
result of this is that the relevance structures of
different members of society can only be the
same in a very conditional and ‘provisional’ way.
Moreover, in connection with the developing
division of labour, the proportions of generally



known meanings and those of factual contents
currently known ‘only’ to experts are diverging:
the quantities of specialist knowledge are
increasing; they are becoming ever more
specialized and are increasingly remote from
general knowledge (cf. Hitzler et al. 1994). It fol-
lows from this that contexts can be divided
between what everyone knows and what is
known by relatively few people. If, however, as
Schiitz and Luckmann (1973: 318) affirm, ‘in a
borderline case, the province of common knowl-
edge and common relevances shrinks beyond a
critical point, communication within the
society is barely possible. There emerge “societies
within the society”.’

This is again a very significant insight in
respect of the repeatedly postulated need for an
ethnological attitude on the part of the socio-
logist towards his/her own culture; for it means
that under such conditions, for every type of
grouping, for every collective, even within a
society, different kinds of knowledge and, above
all, different hierarchies of knowledge types are
or at least might be relevant.! And as the mani-
fold life-worlds and the small social life-worlds
of other people become the object of scientific
interest, the problem of how and how far one
can succeed in seeing the world through the
eyes of these other people (cf. Plessner 1983),
and in reconstructing the subjectively intended
meaning of their experiences, becomes virulent
not ‘only’ from a methodological viewpoint but
also, and more particularly, in terms of method.

Admittedly Schiitz himself was never con-
cerned with the methods of empirical social
research. Such implications of life-world analysis
are already to be seen, however, in the works of
Harold Garfinkel in particular (1967a; see 2.3)
and Aaron V. Cicourel (1964). In Germany,
Schiitz’s matrix is most often used for the system-
atic analysis of the way social scientific data come
about (cf. Luckmann and Gross 1977), for the
analysis of communicative genres (see 5.18), for
the explanation of hermeneutic reconstruction
procedures (see 3.5, 5.16) and to provide a theo-
retical base for ethnographic sociology (see 3.8).

Against the background of the above outline
it becomes increasingly evident that the

PHENOMENOLOGICAL LIFE-WORLD ANALYSIS @

epistemologically relevant antagonism in social
research is not between qualitative and quanti-
tative, nor even between standardized and non-
standardized, investigations, but between
hermeneutic and scientistic methodologies and
methods.

NOTE

1 In contrast, the testing of hypotheses in the
deductive-nomological explanatory model presup-
poses — quasi-implicitly — that human beings under
the same conditions will act in the same way. In
societies with a predominantly traditional orienta-
tion this is indeed often the case, but in modern
societies, only in the area of routine actions. As
modern societies are marked by de-traditionalization,
an increase in options and individualization (Gross
1994, 1999), and actors frequently re-interpret their
situations, so their knowledge and behaviour
becomes more contingent, the prognostic capability
of ‘if-then’ statements becomes more disturbed and
exploratory-interpretative research design becomes
more necessary (cf. also Hitzler 1997, 1999b).

FURTHER READING

Knoblauch, H. (2002) ‘Communication, Contexts
and Culture. A Communicative Constructivist
Approach to Intercultural Communication’, in
A. di Luzio, S. Gunthner and F. Orletti (eds),
Culture in Communication. Analyses of
Intercultural Situations. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins, pp. 3-33.

Maso, I. (2001) ‘Phenomenology and Ethno-
graphy’, in P. Atkinson, A. Coffey, S. Delamont,
J. Lofland and L. Lofland (eds), Handbook of
Ethnography. London: Sage. pp. 136-144.

Psathas, G. (1989) Phenomenology and
Sociology: Theory and Research. Washington,
DC: Center for Advanced Research in Pheno-
menology and University Press of America.



Ethnomethodology

Jorg R. Bergmann

Scientific and historical background
The reality model of ethnomethodology

u b wN —

Critical evaluation and prospects

Central concepts and programmatic statements
Developments and perspectives: ‘studies of work'

72
73
75
77
79

1 SCIENTIFIC AND
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Ethnomethodology (EM) is the name of a
sociological approach to investigation that sees
social order, in all the ramifications of everyday
situations, as a methodically generated product
of members of a society. It is the goal of EM to
determine the principles and mechanisms by
means of which actors, in their action, produce
the meaningful structure and ordering of what
is happening around them and what they
express and do in social interaction with others.

The name and programme of EM derive from
Harold Garfinkel (1967a), who, in the 1950s and
1960s, examined the work of Talcott Parsons
(1937) and Alfred Schiitz (1932), and applied
himself to the old and, for sociology, key ques-
tion of how social order is possible (Hilbert
1992). In Talcott Parsons’s structural functional-
ism the problem of social order was considered
to be solved by referring to a normative consen-
sus; with the existence of socially identical
internalized cultural value systems the solution
to the problem of social order was seen as guar-
anteed. Harold Garfinkel countered this with
the argument that between, on the one hand,
rules and values that could only be formulated
generally and, on the other hand, the inevitably
particular situation of current action, there is an
epistemological hiatus (Heritage 1984, 1987).

General rules, in Garfinkel’s opinion, must
necessarily be transmitted into the current inter-
active process; they must be situated, in order to
be relevant to an action. This transmission,
however, must be achieved by actors through
interpretation of the rules and the situation;
rules, values and situation can only be harmo-
niously related by means of meaning attribu-
tion and interpretation.

In coining the term ethnomethodology
Garfinkel (1974) relied on the concept of
‘ethnoscience’ developed in North American
cultural anthropology. The research orientation
of ‘ethnoscience’, which subsequently devel-
oped into a ‘cognitive anthropology’ (D’Andrade
1995), was concerned with ‘the ordering of
things in the heads of people’ (Goodenough
1964). Its goal, using special techniques of
semantic analysis, is to determine individual
cultural orientation schemata from the
vocabulary used in a language community.
‘Ethnomedicine’ therefore refers to the recon-
structed system of knowledge and ideas in a
single language community about sickness, causes
of sickness and curative procedures. Garfinkel
was also interested in what members of a society
know, think and do in dealing with everyday
circumstances; in the term ‘ethnomethodology’
this is expressed in the prefix ‘ethno-’. But
unlike the cognitive anthropologists, Garfinkel’s
aim was not to determine the structure of patterns



of orientation and experience specific to particular
domains. The problems he addressed were of a
more fundamental nature. His interest was in
the operational basis of that meaningful order-
ing that is taken for granted in everyday action,
that is to say, in the techniques and mecha-
nisms - or ethno-methods - of its production.

Compared to the ‘cognitive consensus’ pro-
posed in Parsons’s theory (cf. Wilson 1970),
Garfinkel advances the idea that members of a
society are not passively subject to their social-
ized need-systems, internalized norms, social
pressures and so on, but rather that they are
continuously producing and actively develop-
ing social reality in interaction with others as a
meaningful action-context. This actor-model
was not ‘politically’ motivated, but it did have
great affinity to the social emancipation move-
ments of the 1960s. While the normative-
consensual character of Parsons’s system of
categories was increasingly felt to be inade-
quate, if not unreal, against the background of
political, social and generation conflicts in
American society, approaches that emphasized
the constructive and negotiational character of
social reality were much more in keeping with
the spirit of the age (Gouldner 1971). This is a
significant — if extra-scientific — reason for
success, from the 1960s onwards, of EM, symbolic
interactionism, the treatise of Berger and
Luckmann (1966), or the works of Erving
Goffman (Widmer 1991), which fed on sources
with, in some respects, a different conceptual
history but which united in emphasizing the
active, creative role of the individual in social
interaction (Arbeitsgruppe Bielefelder Soziologen
1973). Garfinkel himself points out in many
places that explanatory approaches that ignore
the interpretative and constructional accom-
plishments of actors are, in his opinion, work-
ing with an actor-model in which actors appear
as judgmental dopes.

The developmental history of EM was first
determined by the fact that it was perceived
almost exclusively as a critique of the predomi-
nant structural-functional theoretical model
and as a critique of the accepted methodical
canon of empirical social research. This was
particularly true in the German-speaking world,
where Jirgen Habermas (1970) very quickly
drew attention to the ethnomethodologists’
criticism of the unconsidered preconditions of
social science research practice, and where the
reputation of EM as a methodologically critical
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enterprise was secured through the success of
Aaron Cicourel’s (1964) book. It was realized
only with some delay that EM also had its own
research programme.

2 THE REALITY MODEL OF
ETHNOMETHODOLOGY

It is characteristic of EM that it operates with a
model of reality that differs sharply from the ‘real
knowledge’ idea, deriving from Durkheim, that
social facts as an objective reality are the object
and legitimization of sociology. In the introduc-
tion to his book Studies in Ethnomethodology,
which rapidly became the foundation text of EM,
Garfinkel writes (1967a: VII)

In contrast to certain versions of Durkheim, that
teach that the objective reality of social facts is
sociology’s fundamental principle, the lesson is
taken instead, and used as a study policy, that the
objective reality of social facts as an ongoing
accomplishment of the concerted activities of
daily life, with the ordinary, artful ways of that
accomplishment being by members known, used,
and taken for granted, is, for members doing socio-
logy, a fundamental phenomenon.

Garfinkel does not deny that social facts are
experienced as an objectively determined reality,
but he decisively rejects the idea of making this
experience of certainty in everyday life the basis
of a science of social phenomena. Instead he
proposes observing ‘the objective reality of social
facts as an ongoing accomplishment of the con-
certed activities of daily life’, which means not
proceeding from the existence of social facts, but
rather conceiving their objective reality as an
ongoing accomplishment or product that is
accomplished in and through the activities of
everyday life. In this reality model the following
conditions are of particular importance.

1 For EM what actors observe and deal with in
their everyday activity as given social facts,
as a reality existing without their being
involved, is only created as such in their
actions and observations. Social deeds
acquire their character of reality exclusively
through interactions that take place between
people. It is only in social interaction that
the objectivity of ‘objectively’ perceived
events, the factual nature of ‘factually’ valid
phenomena, is created.
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2 This process of creating reality is, in principle,
not completed at any given moment: it is
continuously carried out in the finely
matched social actions of actors. Social real-
ity is understood by Garfinkel as an ‘ongoing
accomplishment’, as a reality that is created
‘locally’ by interactants at every moment
and in every situation (Mehan and Woods
1975). Unlike social science theories with a
resolutely normative and objectivist view of
reality, EM proceeds on the basis that the
nature of reality in social facts is not a prop-
erty inherent to them; social facts acquire
their type of reality exclusively in inter-
actions between people; it is only in every-
day practical action that social reality is
real-ized.

3 In the continuous process of creating reality,
everyday knowledge, routines and interpre-
tations play an important part. And yet the
ethnomethodological representation of the
genesis of meaningful order in everyday
practice cannot be ‘cognitively’ curtailed and
restricted to the question of how the mean-
ing of an action is produced in the subjective
perception of participants. In the accom-
plishments of order that EM sees as its
object of investigation it is rather a matter of
meaning-indications and revelations that
actors, in their utterances, give to their part-
ners in interaction as clues along the way.

4 EM is guided by the idea that everyday
actions are, in their performance, made
recognizable as ‘evidences-of-a-social-order’
(Garfinkel): two people who are walking
together make it clear to others that here ‘two
people are walking together’ (Ryave and
Schenkein 1974). Because it is shared by all
competent members of society, this process of
creating a meaning-related reality cannot take
place in a subjectively random fashion: it is,
on the contrary, methodical (Weingarten
et al. 1976), which implies that it displays
individual, formal and, therefore, describable
structural features. For everyday actors this
process of the methodical production of real-
ity is uninteresting, and is taken for granted.
For EM, however, this generative process is of
central importance: what is taken for granted
in everyday life becomes, for EM, a problem
(Wolff 1976).

From this characterization it may be recognized
that the ethnomethodological model of reality

was influenced by the phenomenological
technique of epoché described by Husserl — the
bracketing of belief in the existence of the world
(Eberle 1984; Filmer et al. 1972). Garfinkel also
pursues an interest in constitutive analysis,
although it is not his aim to appropriate the
stream of consciousness with its cogitations and
intentional objects, and he is not interested in
the transcendental status of this operation of
bracketing and reduction in phenomenological
philosophy (see 3.1). Garfinkel suspends his
belief in the given nature of social facts in order
to gain some insight into how social facts
become social facts in the acts of members of a
society. This transfer of a constitutive-analytical
perspective from the world of philosophy into
the world of social sciences is undoubtedly
problematic, and for that reason it has often
been criticized (Eickelpasch and Lehmann 1983;
List 1983); but it is an original achievement of
Garfinkel and has set in train a high degree of
innovation and creativity amongst generations
of social scientists.

To illustrate and explain the ethnomethodo-
logical model of reality nothing is more appro-
priate than a case study by Garfinkel (1967a) of
the transsexual ‘Agnes’. Just as the distinction
between man and woman in the everyday world
is taken for granted as a social fact, in sociology
and social research membership of one gender is
presupposed as a unit of description that is
taken as a variable in every kind of data collec-
tion. Using the example of ‘Agnes’, Garfinkel
demonstrates that gender distinction and its
natural self-evidence quality is in no way a nat-
ural fact. Agnes was born with male sexual char-
acteristics, was first raised as a boy, changed her
own appearance, lived as a young woman, and
at the age of 19 underwent an operation to
change her gender. She taught Garfinkel that to
be a woman meant to be perceived and treated
by others as a ‘woman’, which again requires
making oneself perceptible to others, by
various methods, as a ‘normal, natural woman’.
In this way the fact of gender-membership
becomes a continually self-fulfilling and con-
tinually presented accomplishment that is
interactive and perceptive (cf. also the investi-
gations of Kessler and McKenna 1978 and
Hirschauer 1993 that complement Garfinkel’s
Agnes study). In the view of EM a concrete
immutable fact becomes an event that takes
place over time and that can change and develop
in an unexpected way.



3 CENTRAL CONCEPTS AND
PROGRAMMATIC STATEMENTS

Since Garfinkel does not see the problem of
how meaningful social order arises between
people as being solved by reference to uniform
internalized value systems, for him the ques-
tion of the ‘how’ in the constitution of mean-
ing takes centre-stage. ‘This thesis’, begins
Garfinkel’s PhD dissertation (1952: 1) — super-
vised by Talcott Parsons — ‘is concerned with
the conditions under which a person makes
continued sense of the world around him’. This
concern with the question of meaning consti-
tution permeates EM from its beginnings down
to its most recent past. But Garfinkel gives this
question a new direction that marks the special
character of EM compared to other interpreta-
tive research approaches. For him, the process
of meaning endowment in everyday life is not
something that can be separated from the
action itself and removed into the heads of
people. Instead, he assumes that ‘meaningful
events are entirely and exclusively events in a
person’s behavioral environment. Hence
there is no reason to look under the skull, for
nothing of interest is to be found there but
brains’ (1963: 190). This decision of Garfinkel’s
to conceptualize, for the purposes of investi-
gation, the process of subjective allocation
of meaning not as an inner ‘private’ act
of consciousness, but from the outset as a
social, ‘public’ event, is of central importance
for EM and has far-reaching consequences
for its research practice. (For an ethno-
methodological discussion and critique of
mental concepts and cognitive theories, cf.
Coulter 1989.)

EM is not concerned with the reconstruction of
a silent internal understanding in the sense of
reconstructive hermeneutics, but with observing
and describing the structural principles of the
process of understanding and making oneself
understood that is documented in action itself.
Garfinkel (1967a: VII) incorporated this aim in a
definitive description of EM in which various
concepts appear that are of crucial importance for
the understanding of EM: ‘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 common-
place everyday activities.” The concepts contained
in this definition may be set out as follows.
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1 The place where for EM the meaningful
construction of reality takes place is the social
event, because actors, in carrying out their
actions, employ techniques and procedures to
make these actions recognizable, understand-
able, describable and accountable. ‘Account’ in
this context means more than ‘understand’: it
means the observable forms and representations
in which a perception, an interpretation or an
explanation materialize. This externalized char-
acter of accounts is shown with particular clarity
where Garfinkel (1967a: 1) writes ‘When I speak
of “accountable” ..., I mean ... observable-and-
reportable, i.e. available to members as situated
practices of looking-and-telling.” Other para-
phrases of the term accountable that are scattered
through Garfinkel’s work include recordable,
countable,  picturable, tellable,  storyable,
representable.

2 Garfinkel’s definitive description of EM
also shows that these accounts should not be
understood as discrete linguistic events that are
produced or perceived outside the current
event; they are, rather, an integral component
of the social event to which they relate. For
example, in the particular way in which two
people speak together, we may recognize that in
this talk we are dealing with a conversation
between a doctor and a patient; and at the same
time their utterances are only understandable if
one hears them as utterances in a doctor-
patient conversation. Accounts therefore possess
a fundamental reflexivity: while on the one hand
they serve to create and make recognizable the
order and meaning of a social event, on the
other hand they are themselves a part of
this event and obtain their meaning and intelli-
gible content only with reference to this social
order.

3 This reflexivity of accounts is manifest pri-
marily in the fact that utterances and actions
constantly relate to the context in which they
occur and thereby inevitably take on an indexi-
cal character. They point continually to the situ-
ation and the context in which they are
produced, and to understand their content and
meaning recipients must continually take
account of the environment of the event. But
since in the course of an event the situational
and contextual circumstances are constantly
changing, every social encounter possesses
something unique and particular. The indexical-
particular character of all social events is an incon-
venience for scientific observation, which looks
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for typology, formalization and generalization.
Attempts to overcome this inconvenience by
de-indexicalizing - by replacing indexical
expressions by objective expressions — will only
lead to unreal solutions, since indications of
context cannot be avoided even in scientific dis-
course. But if, in view of this situation, one pro-
ceeds to represent social interaction simply by
actualization and invoking abstract describable
behaviour patterns (roles and so on), one is
denying exactly its essentially context-dependent
quality. Garfinkel therefore decided to dedicate
the investigative programme of EM totally to
the question of how social order can possibly
arise out of inevitably indexical utterances and
actions that are dependent on situation and
context. ‘I use the term “ethnomethodology” to
refer to the investigation of the rational proper-
ties of indexical expressions and other practical
actions as contingent ongoing accomplish-
ments of organized artful practices of everyday
life’ (Garfinkel 1967a: 11). What does Garfinkel
mean by saying that indexical expressions have
rational properties?

4 It is a premise of EM that the reflexive
context-dependency of meaning-generation and
the indexicality of everyday utterances and
actions cannot, in principle, be removed
(Garfinkel and Sacks 1970). This means, how-
ever, that the conditions under which people
act in everyday life, develop projects for action
or take decisions are always unclear and can
only be explained in advance to a very limited
extent. But under such conditions, how is
appropriate and efficient behaviour, communi-
cation and cooperation at all possible? For
Garfinkel, however, this question is already
wrongly worded because it proceeds from the
model of scientific-rational communication,
according to which everyday communication
must appear defective. And yet in everyday
life — and this is what the remark about the
rationality of indexical expressions relates to —
communication can only take place because of
the fact that terms are not clearly defined in an
interaction, but are defined vaguely; meanings
are not fixed once and for all, but are used flui-
dly; themes and meaning-contents are not for-
malized and freed from contradictions, but are
kept open and ambiguous. “What a stir it would
cause in the world if the names of things were
turned into definitions!” observed Lichtenberg
(1983: 450) once in his Sudelbiicher, and it is in
precisely this sense that Garfinkel is interested

in stressing the special rationality of everyday
action as opposed to scientific rationality.

For EM the sense of linguistic utterances in
socially organized action contexts is structurally
uncertain. The vagueness and the elliptical char-
acter of statements are not seen in everyday life
as ‘errors’; they are, rather, sanctioned as situa-
tionally appropriate behaviour. The partners in
communication, guided by pragmatic action
motives, rely on the fact that the other will
always understand what was meant by a partic-
ular utterance, and that what was not immedi-
ately understood has a meaning that will be
clarified in the further course of the conversa-
tion. To put this more pointedly: EM assumes
that the structural uncertainty of meaning in
everyday interactive events is a constitutive con-
dition for certainty of meaning, that is to say,
for meaningful experience and action. In this
way EM, in respect of the character of everyday
rationality, arrives at a similar assessment to that
of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1958: 63), who — coming
from a totally different theoretical tradition -
formulated this paradox as follows.

On the one hand it is clear that every sentence of
our language is ‘in order, as it is’ means that we
are not looking for an ideal: as if our normal
vague sentences had as yet no completely
unflawed meaning and we still have to construct
a complete language. On the other hand it seems
clear: where there is meaning there must be com-
plete order. ... The most perfect order must also be
hidden, therefore, in the vaguest sentence.

Everyday discourses are characterized, for EM,
by their provisional nature, vagueness, incom-
pleteness or ambiguity, but these characteriza-
tions, which suggest some deficiency, cannot
hide the fact that communication and under-
standing in the everyday world can only be
achieved in this way. It is only in comparison
with the scientific model of understanding that
relies on unambiguity, completeness and objec-
tivity of statements that these features of every-
day communication have to be seen as
deficiencies. At this point it becomes clear that
EM as a critique of the scientistic procedure of
the traditional social sciences, and EM as a pro-
gramme for investigating the special rationality
of the world of everyday life, are two sides of
one and the same undertaking. (On the rela-
tionship of EM to canonical social sciences and
humanities, cf. Button 1991.)



4 DEVELOPMENTS AND PERSPECTIVES:
‘STUDIES OF WORK"

In the initial phase of EM the works of Garfinkel
(1967a) were totally directed to the task of prov-
ing that in the everyday world an unknown
field of research lay before the eyes of the social
scientist, and that this was worthy of investiga-
tion. Garfinkel did this, in the first place, by
showing how - for example, in coding a ques-
tionnaire — social science research practice was
continually but unknowingly influenced by
everyday elements that needed urgently to be
clarified in accordance with the methodological
and statistical requirements of empirical social
research (see also Cicourel 1964). Alternatively,
he showed that medical records from a psychi-
atric clinic, which seemed, to an external social
scientific observer, to be defective sources of
data, immediately lost their ‘deficits’ when put
into the context of their clinical application;
there are, therefore, as Garfinkel pointed out,
‘good organizational reasons for bad clinic
records’. Garfinkel has become best known for
his unconventional crisis experiments, in which
individual features of the everyday world - such
as its characteristic vagueness — can be made
clear and a matter of conscious awareness if they
are confronted systematically, for instance if the
use of indexical expressions is criticized or the
clear meaning of a term is demanded.
The collapse of normal communication makes
visible its everyday world foundation.

Inspired by the works of Garfinkel, many
studies, in the early days of EM, dealt with the
question of how ‘facts’ are produced in various
organizations. In a law court how is a clear order
of events reconstructed in the face of contradic-
tory information (Pollner 1987)? In a clinic how
does a patient who has died become a dead
person in the actions of the staff of the clinic
(Sudnow 1967)? In a corrective institution how
is the difference between inmates and supervi-
sors created and maintained (Wieder 1974)? In a
social welfare office how is it decided whether a
client has a legitimate claim (Zimmerman
1974)?!

Garfinkel himself has been concerned, since
the mid-1970s, with a particular development of
EM that has become known under the label
‘studies of work’ (Garfinkel 1986). This will be
described briefly below. Research done in this
area concentrates on describing the practical
competences that underlie the performance of
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specific types of professional activity. In the first
instance this is a matter of tracing the unique
quality of a particular professional activity that
cannot be subsumed under a general category.
Here a focus is provided by the analysis of (nat-
ural) scientific work (Lynch et al. 1983) in
which it becomes clear why the ethnomethodo-
logical ‘studies of work’ of previous years
received and discussed primarily in the sociol-
ogy of science (Knorr-Cetina and Mulkay 1983;
Lynch 1993).

The formulation and definition of the ‘studies
of work’ approach (Garfinkel 1991, 1996;
Garfinkel and Wieder 1992) should be under-
stood to a certain extent as a reaction to the
development and success of conversation analy-
sis, which also has its roots in the original pro-
gramme of EM and was able to consolidate itself
to a large extent as an independent research
approach (see 5.17). ‘Studies of work’ as the lat-
est version of ethnomethodological research, on
the other hand, do not offer such a clear picture,
and this is not least a result of the complexity of
the area of ‘work’ (Heritage 1987). While con-
versation analysis had restricted itself to the
limited aspect of linguistic and non-linguistic
interaction, ‘studies of work’ include everything
to do with the carrying out of working activities —
even over an extended period of time — and this
included not only episodes of linguistic interac-
tion, but also matters of the technical handling
of instruments, the manipulation and spatial
organization of objects, or the pictorial and
written documents that were produced in the
course of work.

A central theorem of early EM claims that
actors, in carrying out actions, employ numer-
ous techniques and procedures to make these
actions portrayable and accountable, and that
in this way they produce the reality of social
facts. In this respect ‘studies of work’ go a step
further and, in their own estimation, radicalize
the idea of the meaningful creation of reality.
They reject the division implicit in this concep-
tion between description, portrayal and expla-
nation on the one hand and objects, facts and
circumstances on the other. Instead they insist
on the indivisibility and irreducibility of the
local production of social order in, and as the
embodied practices of, the actors. The meaning
and reality of social objects are no longer viewed
as the result of the application of distinguish-
able representation practices: instead object and
representation are understood as a unit, as a totality
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that realizes itself in the performance of sensory
and bodily activities.

Here it becomes clear that the ‘studies of
work’ approach was formulated under the influ-
ence of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s investigations
of the phenomenology of the human body. By
analysing work performance, the ‘studies of
work’ attempt, from a sociological perspective,
to continue his endeavours to overcome the dis-
tinction between the body as a self-contained
mechanism and consciousness as the essence
for itself. Their focus of interest is the embodied
knowledge that is materialized in the natural
mastery of skilful practices and that is constitu-
tive for the successful execution of a particular
piece of work. With this they aim to provide an
empirical analysis of competence systems that
are characteristic of a particular type of work
and give it its identity.

These competences cannot be depicted in
handbooks or training manuals, and are ignored
by traditional occupational and professional
sociology. Between the training manual repre-
sentations — the official rules for a particular
kind of work which can provide only model
versions of the working process — and the factual,
practical performance of work at a particular sit-
uational moment, there is a fundamental gap,
which everyday experience sees as the differ-
ence between theory and practice. In spite of
fundamental theoretical training, every type of
work - from driving a tractor, to playing the
piano, right down to carrying out a mathemati-
cal proof — must first be learned as a practical
activity. In this process the practitioner acquires
the ability to recognize and adjust to contingen-
cies, to take decisions about the course of work,
not schematically but moment by moment,
and, in association with situational imponder-
ables and local constellations, somehow to
manage the observable adequacy and efficiency
of his or her activity. This ‘somehow’ had long
been omitted in the descriptions of both practi-
tioners and sociologists. ‘Studies of work’ make
precisely this ‘somehow’ their primary focus, by
asking ‘how exactly’ the specific nature of a par-
ticular type of work is constituted in the skilled
physical performance of practical activities, in
the details of their performance.

For the ‘studies of work’ approach some of
the investigations that started in the 1970s have
a paradigmatic value. This applies to studies
that concerned themselves with the discovery
activity of astronomers in an observatory

(Garfinkel et al. 1981), with the laboratory
activity of neurobiologists (Lynch 1985), with
mathematicians’ performance of proofs
(Livingston 1986), with concealed educational
activity of introductory scientific texts (Morrison
1981), with improvisation activity while play-
ing the piano (Sudnow 1978) or keyboard
work (Sudnow 1979). In these studies it is
demonstrated that even producing the ‘demon-
strability’ of a mathematical proof, which is
normally assumed to be independent of con-
text, is anchored in the local situational
sequences of actions of the mathematician per-
forming with chalk on the blackboard.
Moreover, a pulsar is defined as a ‘cultural
object’ in that it is shown that it only begins to
exist because of a series of embodied work-
activities by the astronomer during a sequence
of sets of observations.

More recent investigations in the ‘studies of
work’ tradition are concerned, on the one hand,
with the local situational practices of profes-
sionalized work (cf. for example Travers 1997 for
a study of the work of lawyers and defence
counsels), and on the other hand - and this
applies to the majority of current research in
this area — with situational work practices in
dealing with technology, and in particular infor-
mation technology. ‘Studies of work’ are indeed
aiming not at developing general schemata for
the description of the use of machines and com-
puters, but at determining the ‘identifying
features’ (Garfinkel) of this work from the situa-
tional details of the use of objects and informa-
tion (for example, on a computer screen). This
precise attention to local practices in the use of
objects and in the execution of work-tasks
makes ‘studies of work’ attractive and applicable
to research in the field of human-computer
interaction (HCI) and computer-supported
cooperative work (CSCW), as the work of Lucy
Suchman (1987), in particular, has impressively
shown.

The programme of ‘studies of work’ has also
had a strong influence on the development of
the so-called ‘workplace studies’ (Knoblauch
1996¢), which are concerned with the analysis
of complex work-tasks, particularly in the area
of information technology (for an overview cf.
Button 1993). An important aspect of this type
of working context is that specialization, divi-
sion of work and concentration on a computer
screen lead to the necessity for actors to apply
particular skills of coordination and anticipation



with regard to the behaviour of their colleagues.
Checking, observing, thinking, recognizing and
so on often do not happen in these contexts as
an impersonal psychic procedure, but are
imparted to colleagues as part of a person’s own
communicative behaviour in highly distinctive
and implicit ways. Because ethnomethodologi-
cal ‘studies of work’ have always made this
embodied, communicative form of knowledge
and recognition their special theme, fascinating
new links to cognitive science have resulted that
do not reduce the processes of cognition to
cerebral physiological processes, but which
localize them as ‘distributed cognition’, mani-
fest in the communicative ecology of working
and learning contexts (cf. Engestrom and
Middleton 1996).

5 CRITICAL EVALUATION
AND PROSPECTS

Tensions between conversation analysis and
‘studies of work’ have permeated the discus-
sions of recent years and have frequently led to
marked differences of opinion. These differ-
ences cannot be written off as an internal battle
between two ethnomethodological camps,
since they concern a point of general relevance —
particularly for qualitative research. Conversation
analysis pursues the goal of determining the
mechanisms that are principally relevant for
the organization of ‘talk-in-interaction’. For
many ethnomethodologists (cf., for example,
Pollner 1991), Garfinkel’s original programme
is being diluted by this procedure to the point
where it is no longer recognizable. They fear
that in the formalization and linguisticization
of conversation analysis the idea that interac-
tion is always locally bound, that it inevitably
has an indexical character, and is subject to a
process of reflexive meaning-constitution, will
become unimportant. Garfinkel himself (1991,
see also Lynch 1993, ch. 7), in his program-
matic works, has spoken consistently of the
‘haecceitas’ of the social world (see below) and
has singled this out as the focus of ethno-
methodological interest. This term (whose ori-
gin Garfinkel does not indicate) is intended to
express that everything social only exists as a
unique, individual manifestation - a feature
that is eliminated if the social is described in
general terms and subsumed under predeter-
mined theoretically derived categories. This
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confronts the fundamental problem of determining
the level of generality at which pieces of qualita-
tive research should treat their respective social
objects of investigation.

However, insisting on the ‘haecceitas’ of all
social objects, which should not be damaged in
scientific observation, will ultimately handicap
every analytical endeavour and will lead,
through an ever-deepening multiplication of
detail, to a descriptive duplication of the object.
The term ‘haecceitas’ was originally coined by
the mediaeval scholasticist Johannes Duns
Scotus to characterize the ‘here-and-now’ nature
of things. What he meant, in the formulation of
Heidegger, who studied Duns Scotus’s early
works, was ‘what really exists is an individual
thing. ... All that really exists is a “such-here-
now”’ (Safranski 1997: 84). But this miracle of
the singularity of the real is a nominalist con-
struct, since human reason always operates in a
comparative, linking and ordering fashion
between the respective unique individual mani-
festations — and the social scientist does the
same with a systematic intent. However,
Garfinkel’s reference to the ‘haecceitas’ of every-
thing social should not be seen merely as a
provocation of model-building social sciences,
but as a warning that, in the course of all neces-
sary formalization and generalization, the local,
reflexive constitutive process of the social
should not be lost from sight. If ethnomethod-
ological ‘studies of work’ succeed, with a mea-
sure of generalization, in gaining access to what
situational demands, practical and embodied
knowledge contribute to professional work,
then its discoveries could have a lasting influ-
ence in many areas.

NOTE

1 Information about further ethnomethodological
studies on these and similar themes can be found
in the collections of Douglas (1970), Turner (1974),
Psathas (1979), Helm et al. (1989), Coulter (1990)
Watson and Seiler (1992), Have and Psathas (1995),
Psathas (1995). An extensive bibliography on
ethnomethodology up to 1990 may be found in
Fehr et al. (1990). Surveys and critical discussions
of the further development of ethnomethodology
since its foundation by Harold Garfinkel are in
Attewell (1974), Sharrock and Anderson (1986),
Atkinson (1988) and Maynard and Clayman
(1991). Further presentations are in Fengler and
Fengler (1980) and Patzelt (1987).
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Symbolic interactionism is that unique American
sociological and social psychological perspec-
tive that traces its roots to the early American
pragmatists, James, Dewey, Peirce and Mead. It
has been called the loyal opposition in
American sociology, the most sociological of
social psychologies. Only recently has this per-
spective entered the discourses of the other
social sciences, including anthropology, psy-
chology and science studies, where the works of
Mead have been joined with the theories of
Wittgenstein, Vygotsky and Bakhtin (1989).
Harré, for example, places ‘symbolic inter-
actions’ at the heart of psychology, showing
how selves, attitudes, motives, genders and
emotions are ‘discursive productions, attributes
of conversations rather than mental entities’
(Harré 1992: 526).

Other social scientists are adopting an inter-
actionist informed approach to the study of
lives, identities and social relationships (see
Dunn 1998; Holstein and Gubrium 2000;
Musolf 1998; Wiley 1994). A relatively new jour-
nal, Mind, Culture, and Activity, publishes work

that connects the symbolic interactionist tradition
with science studies, cultural psychology and
the Soviet tradition represented by the works of
Vygotsky and others. The journal Symbolic
Interaction and the research annual Studies in
Symbolic Interaction routinely publish work by
symbolic interactionists, and members of the
Society for the Study of Symbolic Interaction.
Interactionism has had a tortured history in
American sociology (see Fine 1993). Many times
its death has been announced, and its practi-
tioners maligned, but the perspective refuses to
die. Today it is alive and well, thriving in its jour-
nals and at its annual meetings and symposia.

1 BASIC PRINCIPLES OF
SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

The term symbolic in the phrase symbolic inter-
action refers to the underlying linguistic foun-
dations of human group life, just as the word
interaction refers to the fact that people do not
act toward one another, but interact with each
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other. By using the term interaction symbolic
interactionists commit themselves to the study
and analysis of the developmental course of
action that occurs when two or more persons (or
agents) with agency (reflexivity) join their indi-
vidual lines of action together into joint action.

2 THEORIES OF AGENCY AND ACTION

The concepts of action and agency are central to
interactionist theories of the self and the inter-
action process. Action references experiences
that are reflexively meaningful to the person.
Agency describes the locus of action, whether in
the person, in language, or in some other struc-
ture or process. At issue is the place of an
autonomous, reflexive individual in the con-
struction of meaningful action. That is, do
persons, as agents, create their own experience?
Or, is experience created by a larger entity, or
agent? Are agency, meaning and intention in
the actor, in the experience, or in the social
structure? Do persons, as Karl Marx argued,
make history, but not under conditions of their
own making? If history goes on behind people’s
backs, then structures, not persons as agents,
make history. If this is the case, then the
real object of interactionist enquiry is not
the person, or a single individual. Rather, exter-
nal systems and discursive practices create par-
ticular subjectivities, and particular subjective
experiences for the individual. Interactionists
reject this interpretation, arguing that experi-
ence, structure and subjectivity are dialogical
processes.

Following Giddens’s theory of structuration,
and his concept of the duality of structure, it can
be argued that ‘the structured properties of social
systems are simultaneously the medium and out-
come of social acts” (Giddens 1981: 19; emphasis
in original). Further, ‘all social action consists of
social practices, situated in time-space, and orga-
nized in a skilled and knowledgeable fashion by
human agents’ (1981: 19). Thus does Giddens's
interactionist model overcome the false opposi-
tion between action, agency, meaning and struc-
ture. Giddens’s formulation is consistent with
symbolic interactionist assumptions. Every indi-
vidual is a practical social agent, but human
agents are constrained by structural rules, by
material resources, and by the structural
processes connected to class, gender, race, ethni-
city, nation and community.

3 ROOT ASSUMPTIONS

In its canonical form symbolic interactionism
rests on the following root assumptions (see
Blumer 1981).

1 ‘Human beings act toward things on the
basis of the meanings that the things have
for them’ (Blumer 1969: 2).

2 The meanings of things arise out of the
process of social interaction.

3 Meanings are modified through an interpre-
tive process which involves self-reflective
individuals symbolically interacting with
one another (Blumer 1969: 2).

4 Human beings create the worlds of experi-
ence in which they live.

5 The meanings of these worlds come from
interaction, and they are shaped by the self-
reflections persons bring to their situations.

6 Such self-interaction is ‘interwoven with
social interaction and influences that social
interaction’ (Blumer 1981: 53).

7 Joint acts, their formation, dissolution, con-
flict and merger constitute what Blumer calls
the ‘social life of a human society’. A society
consists of the joint or social acts ‘which are
formed and carried out by [its] members’
(Blumer 1981: 153).

8 A complex interpretive process shapes the
meanings things have for human beings.
This process is anchored in the cultural
world, in the ‘circuit of culture’ (du Gay
etal. 1997: 3) where meanings are defined by
the mass media, including advertising,
cinema and television, and identities are rep-
resented in terms of salient cultural categories.

The basic task of the mass media is to make
the second-hand world we all live in appear to be
natural and invisible. Barthes (1957/1972: 11)
elaborates, noting that the media dress up real-
ity, giving it a sense of naturalness, so that
‘Nature and History [are] confused at every
turn.” The prime goals of the mass media com-
plex are to create audience members who:
(1) become consumers of the products advertised
in the media; while (2) engaging in consump-
tion practices that conform to the norms of pos-
sessive individualism endorsed by the capitalist
political system; and (3) adhering to a public
opinion that is supportive of the strategic
polices of the state (Smythe 1994: 285). The
audience is primarily a commodity that the



information technologies produce (Smythe
1994: 268). A final goal of the media is clear: to
do everything it can to make consumers as audi-
ence members think they are not commodities.

Herein lies the importance of cultural narra-
tives and stories that reinforce the epiphanal
nature of human existence under late twentieth-
century capitalism. These stories give members
the illusion of a soul, of structural freedom and
free will. Thus do the circuits of culture (pro-
duction, distribution, representation) implement
this system of commodification.

4 RACE AND GENDER

All human experience is racially gendered; that
is, filtered through the socially constructed cate-
gories of male and female. This system privileges
whiteness over blackness. It reproduces negative
racial and ethnic stereotypes about dark-skinned
persons. It regulates interracial, inter-ethnic sex-
ual relationships. The gendered categories (male
and female) of the racial self are enacted in daily
ritual performances, in the conversations
between males and females, and in media repre-
sentations (see 3.10).

These gender categories are performative,
established in and through the interaction
process. This process of performing gender pro-
duces a gendered social order. In these perfor-
mances there are no originals against which a
particular gendered performance can be judged.
Butler argues that each person constitutes
through their interactional performances a
situated version of a heterosexual, or non-
heterosexual identity. Every performance is a
masquerade, a copy of the real thing, an imita-
tion of an imitation. Butler elaborates, ‘If het-
erosexuality is an impossible imitation of itself,
an imitation that performatively constitutes
itself as the original, then the imitative parody
of “heterosexuality” ... is always and only an
imitation of an imitation, a copy of a copy, for
which there is no original’ (1993: 644).

5 EPISTEMOLOGICAL AND
CONCEPTUAL ASSUMPTIONS

The symbolic interactionist perspective may be
clarified by outlining the empirical and theore-
tical practices interactionists value and do not
value.

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

1 Interpretative (and symbolic) interactionists
do not think general theories are useful.

2 Interactionists reject totalizing, grand
theories of the social;, interactionists, like
many post-structural (Foucault) and post-
modern (Lyotard) theorists, believe in writ-
ing local narratives about how people do
things together.

3 Interactionists do not like theories that
objectify and quantify human experience.
They prefer to write texts that remain close
to the actual experiences of the people they
are writing about.

4 Interactionists do not like theories that are
imported from other disciplines, like the
natural sciences or economics (for example,
chaos or rational choice theories).

5 Interactionists do not like theories that ignore
history, but they are not historical determi-
nists. They believe that persons, not inexorable
forces, make history, but they understand
that the histories that individuals make may
not always be of their own making.

6 Interactionists do not like theories that
ignore the biographies and lived experiences
of interacting individuals.

7 Interactionists do not believe in asking ‘why’
questions. They ask, instead, ‘how’ questions.
How, for example, is a given strip of experi-
ence structured, lived and given meaning?

These are the things that interactionists do not
like to do. This means they are often criticized
for not doing what other people think they
should do, like doing macro-studies of power
structures, or not having clearly defined con-
cepts and terms, or being overly cognitive, or
having emergent theories, or being ahistorical
and astructural (see Musolf 1998). Too often
these criticisms reflect either a failure to under-
stand what the interactionist agenda is, or the
fact that the critics have not read what interac-
tionists have written.

6 ORIGINS: COOLEY, JAMES,
MEAD, DEWEY, BLUMER

I now turn to a brief discussion of the origins of
this perspective in American social theory (see also
Musolf 1998: 20-92; also Holstein and Gubrium
2000: 17-37; Wiley 1994). Interactionists are cul-
tural romantics. Often tragic and ironic, their
vision of self and society stands in a direct line



A COMPANION TO QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

with the Left romanticism of Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Karl Marx and William James. From the
beginning, interactionists have been haunted by a
Janus-faced spectre. On the one hand, the found-
ing theorists argued for the interpretative, subjec-
tive study of human experience. On the other
hand, they sought to build an objective science of
human conduct, a science that would conform to
criteria borrowed from the natural sciences.

Pragmatism, as a theory of knowing, truth,
science and meaning, is central to the interaction-
ist heritage. For Mead, James, Peirce and Dewey,
truth is defined in terms of its consequences for
action. What is true is what works. Pragmatism
became a form of cultural criticism for Dewey and
James. Dewey’s pragmatism celebrated critical
intelligence, implemented through the scientific
method, as the proper mode of scientific enquiry.
This pragmatic tradition, in its several forms, con-
tinues to the present day (see Denzin 1992: 131;
Strauss 1993b). It remains one of the most viable
interpretative philosophical positions now operat-
ing in the human disciplines.

Cooley contended that the self of the person
arises out of experiences in primary groups,
especially the family. Modern societies are
shaped by the media. Governmentally regulated
competition is the best mechanism for main-
taining the democratic values of a society like
the United States.

James argued that the state of consciousness,
or stream of consciousness, is all that the field of
psychology needed to posit. The self, in its prin-
cipal form of knower or subject (the ‘T’), is at the
centre of the person’s state of consciousness. In
experience the ‘I’ interacts with the ‘me’, or the
self as object. For James the person has as many
selves as he or she has social relationships.

Mead turns Cooley and James on their heads.
For him the self is not mentalistic. Self and mind
are social and cognitive processes, lodged in the
ongoing social world. Self is a social object which
lies in the field of experience. It is structured by
the principle of sociality, or the taking of the
attitude of the other in a social situation. The self
can be scientifically studied, like an object in the
physical sciences. Rejecting introspection because
it is not scientific, he argued for a view of the self
and society which joins these two terms in a reci-
procal process of interaction. His key term was
‘the act’, which replaces James’s concept of
stream of experience.

Blumer (1969) turns Mead into a sociologist.
Offering a view of society that derives from

Mead’s picture of the social act, he introduced
the concepts of joint action and acting unit to
describe the interactions that extend from dyads
to complex institutions. His self is an inter-
pretative process, and his society (after Park and
Thomas) is one built on the play of power, inter-
est, group position, collective action and social
protest. He applied Mead and Park to the study
of fashion, film, racial prejudice, collective behav-
iour and the industrialization process.

With Mead, and Blumer’s extension of Mead,
the interaction tradition decisively moves away
from the interpretative and phenomenological
suggestions of Cooley and James. It enters a con-
fused phase, as noted above, which attempts,
though unsuccessfully, to become naturalistic,
subjective and scientific. (In 1974 in Frame
Analysis Goffman attempted to reclaim and then
refute the neglected James and phenomenologi-
cal tradition; see 2.2.)

7 VARIETIES OF INTERACTIONIST
THOUGHT

Symbolic interactionism comes in multiple vari-
eties. These include: pragmatic, feminist, pheno-
menological and constructionist varieties.
Diversity is not just theoretical. At the methodo-
logical level, interactionists employ a variety of
interpretative, qualitative approaches, including
autoethnographies, narratives of the self, struc-
tural, articulative, semiotic and practical ethno-
graphies, grounded theory, the biographical, life
history method, performance and feminist
ethnographies, more traditional interviewing
and participant observation practices, creative
interviewing, the interpretative practices hinted
at by Blumer, conversation analysis, ethnographic
and laboratory searches for generic principles of
social life, and historical studies of civilizational
processes.

Substantively, interactionists have made major
contributions to many areas of social science. An
incomplete list would include the fields of
deviance, social problems, collective behaviour,
medical sociology, the emotions, the arts, social
organization, race relations and industrializa-
tion, childhood socialization, fashion, film, the
mass media, family violence and small groups.
In short, there are many styles and versions of
symbolic interactionism and these variations are
displayed across the fields of sociology and social

psychology.



8 RECENT DEVELOPMENTS:
THE NARRATIVE TURN

Contemporary symbolic interactionists emphasize
the reflexive, gendered, situated nature of
human experience. They examine the place of
language and multiple meanings in interactional
contexts (see Holstein and Gubrium 2000). This
reflexive, or narrative concern is also evidenced
in other points of view, from phenomenology
(see 3.1), to hermeneutics (see 3.5), semiotics,
psychoanalysis (see 5.20), feminism (see 3.10),
narratology (see 5.11), cultural, discursive and
dialogical psychology (see 5.19), interpretive
sociology and cultural studies (see 3.9).

This narrative turn moves in two directions at
the same time. First, symbolic interactionists
(and other theorists) formulate and offer various
narrative versions, or stories about how the
social world operates. This form of narrative is
usually called a theory, for example Freud’s
theory of psychosexual development (see 5.20).
On this, Charles Lemert reminds us that socio-
logy is an act of the imagination, that the various
sociologies are ‘stories people tell about what
they have figured out about their experiences in
social life’ (Lemert 1997: 14). This is how inter-
actionism is best understood: various stories
about the social world, stories people tell them-
selves about their lives and the worlds they live
in, stories that may or may not work.

Second, symbolic interactionists study narra-
tives and systems of discourse, suggesting that
these structures give coherence and meaning to
everyday life. (A system of discourse is a way of
representing the world.) Systems of discourse
both summarize and produce knowledge about
the world (Foucault 1980: 27). These discursive
systems are seldom just true or false. In the
world of human affairs truth and facts are con-
structed in different ways. Their meanings are
embedded in competing discourses. As such
they are connected to struggles over power, or
regimes of truth; that is, to who has the power
to determine what is true and what is not true
(Hall 1996c: 205).

9 EXPERIENCE AND ITS
REPRESENTATIONS

It is not possible to study experience directly, so
symbolic interactionists study how narratives,
connected to systems of discourse (interviews,
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stories, rituals, myths), represents experience.
These representational practices are narrative
constructions. The meanings and forms of
everyday experience are always given in narra-
tive representations. These representations are
texts that are performed, stories told to others.
Bruner is explicit on this point: representations
must ‘be performed to be experienced’ (1984: 7).
Hence symbolic interactionists study performed
texts, rituals, stories told, songs sung, novels
read, dramas performed. Paraphrasing Bruner
(1984: 7), experience is a performance, and real-
ity is a social construction.

The politics of representation is basic to the
study of experience. How a thing is represented
involves a struggle over power and meaning.
While social scientists have traditionally privi-
leged experience itself, it is now understood that
no life, no experience can be lived outside of
some system of representation (Hall 1996d:
473). Indeed, ‘there is no escaping ... the politics
of representation’ (Hall 1996d: 473; see 5.22).

Symbolic interactionists are constantly con-
structing interpretations about the world. All
accounts, ‘however carefully tested and sup-
ported are, in the end, authored’ (Hall, 1996a:
14). Interactionist explanations reflect the point
of view of the author. They do not carry the
guarantee of truth and objectivity. For example,
feminist scholars have repeatedly argued
(rightly we believe) that the methods and aims
of positivistic social psychology are gender-
biased, that they reflect patriarchal beliefs and
practices (see 3.10). In addition, the traditional
experimental methods of social psychological
enquiry reproduce these biases.

10 ASSESSING INTERPRETATIONS

The narrative turn and the feminist critique lead
interactionists to be very tentative in terms of
the arguments and positions they put forward.
It is now understood that there is no final, or
authorized version of the truth. Still, there are
criteria of assessment that should be used.
Interactionists are ‘committed to providing sys-
tematic, rigorous, coherent, comprehensive,
conceptually clear, well-evidenced accounts,
which make their underlying theoretical struc-
ture and value assumptions clear to readers ...
[still] we cannot deny the ultimately interpre-
tive character of the social science enterprise’
(Hall 1996a: 14).



A COMPANION TO QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Interpretive interactionists (see Denzin 2000)
seek an existential, interpretive social science
that offers a blueprint for cultural criticism. This
criticism is grounded in the specific worlds
made visible in the research process. It under-
stands that all enquiry is theory- and value-
laden. There can be no objective account of a
culture and its ways. The ethnographic, the
aesthetic and the political can never be neatly
separated. Qualitative enquiry, like art, is always
political.

A critical, civic, literary form of qualitative
enquiry is one that should meet four criteria. It
must evidence a mastery of literary craftsman-
ship, the art of good writing. It should present a
well-plotted, compelling, but minimalist narra-
tive. This narrative will be based on realistic, nat-
ural conversation, with a focus on memorable,
recognizable characters. These characters will be
located in well-described, ‘unforgettable scenes’
(Ford 1998: 1112). Second, the work should pre-
sent clearly identifiable cultural and political
issues, including injustices based on the struc-
tures and meanings of race, class, gender and
sexual orientation. Third, the work should articu-
late a politics of hope. It should criticize how
things are and imagine how they could be differ-
ent. Finally, it will do these things through direct
and indirect symbolic and rhetorical means.
Writers who do these things are fully immersed
in the oppressions and injustices of their time.
They direct their ethnographic energies to higher,
utopian, morally sacred goals.

The truth of these new texts is determined
pragmatically, by their truth effects, by the crit-
ical, moral discourse they produce, by the
‘empathy they generate, the exchange of experi-
ence they enable, and the social bonds they
mediate’ (Jackson 1998: 180). The power of
these texts is not a question of whether ‘they
mirror the world as it “really” is’ (Jackson 1998:
180). The world is always already constructed
through narrative texts. Rorty (1979) is firm on
this point. There is no mirror of nature. The
world as it is known is constructed through acts
of representation and interpretation.

Finally, this performative ethnography
searches for new ways to locate and represent
the gendered, sacred self in its ethical relation-
ships to nature. An exploration of other forms
of writing is sought, including personal diaries,
nature writing and performance texts anchored
in the natural world.

11 DISPUTES OVER TRUTH

There are many in the interactionist community
who reject the narrative turn (as outlined above)
and what it implies for interpretive work. These
critics base their arguments on six beliefs:

1 The new writing is not scientific, therefore it
cannot be part of the ethnographic project.

2 The new writers are moralists; moral judge-
ments are not part of science.

3 The new writers have a faulty epistemology;
they do not believe in disinterested observers
who study a reality that is independent of
human action.

4 The new writing uses fiction; this is not
science, it is art.

5 The new writers do not study lived experi-
ence which is the true province of ethnogra-
phy. Hence, the new writers are not
participant observers

6 The new writers are postmodernists, and
this is irrational, because postmodernism is
fatalistic, nativistic, radical, absurd and
nihilistic.

These six beliefs constitute complex discursive
systems; separate literatures are attached to
each. Taken together, they represent a formi-
dable, yet dubious critique of the new inter-
actionist project. They make it clear that there
are no problems with the old ways of doing
research. Indeed, the new ways create more
problems then they solve. These beliefs serve
to place the new work outside science, perhaps
in the humanities, or the arts. Some would
ban these persons from academia altogether.
Others would merely exclude them from
certain theory groups, that is from symbolic
interactionism.

12 CONCLUSION

To summarize, symbolic interactionism offers a
generic theory of action, meaning, motives,
emotion, gender, the person and social struc-
ture. This theory has relevance for all of the
human disciplines, from psychology, to socio-
logy, history, anthropology and political
science. Thus do interactionists study the inter-
sections of interaction, biography and social
structure in particular historical moments.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The construction of social reality is booming as
a topic. For almost all areas of social scientific
research there are monographs or collections in
which a constructivist approach is selected: on
socialization (Grundmann 1999), health and ill-
ness (Gawatz and Nowak 1993; Lachmund and
Stollberg 1992); on technological change (Flick
1996); or transsexuality (Hirschauer 1993) to
name but a few. Scientific findings are also gen-
erally treated as social construction (e.g. Latour
and Woolgar 1979), which has led to bitter con-
troversies (cf. the debates resulting from Sokal
1996). Hacking (1999) desperately asks ‘the
social construction of What?’. With regard to
qualitative research, constructivist ideas (such as
Schiitz 1962 or Berger and Luckmann 1966)
have been the basis for a variety of methods.
Over the course of time, however, little atten-
tion has been paid to these ideas in qualitative
research. At present interest in constructivist
ideas is again on the increase (e.g. Flick 2002:
ch. 4; T. Sutter 1997).

2 WHAT IS CONSTRUCTIVISM?

A number of programmes with different
departure points are subsumed under the label

‘Constructivism’. What is common to all
constructivist approaches is that they examine
the relationship to reality by dealing with con-
structive processes in approaching it. Examples
of constructions are to be found at different levels.

1 In the tradition of Jean Piaget (1937), cogni-
tion, perception of the world and knowledge
about it are seen as constructs. Radical con-
structivism (Glasersfeld 1995) takes this
thought to the point where every form of
cognition, because of the neurobiological
process involved, has direct access only to
images of the world and of reality, but not of
both. Luhmann (1990a) relates these ideas to
systemic perspectives in order to use them as
the basis for a social theory (1997).

2 Social constructivism in the tradition of
Schiitz (1962), Berger and Luckmann (1966)
and Gergen (1985, 1999) enquires after the
social conventionalizations, perception and
knowledge in everyday life.

3 Constructivist sociology of science in the tra-
dition of Fleck (1935/1979), the present-day
‘laboratory-constructivist’ research (Knorr-
Cetina 1981; Latour and Woolgar 1979),
seeks to establish how social, historical,
local, pragmatic and other factors influence
scientific discovery in such a way that scientific
facts may be regarded as social constructs



(‘local products’). (On the distinctions between
these different variants of constructivism
cf. Knorr-Cetina 1989.)

Constructivism is not a unified programme,
but is developing in parallel fashion in a
number of disciplines: psychology, sociology,
philosophy, neurobiology, psychiatry and infor-
mation science. In what follows we shall deal
briefly with the first two of the three levels we
have presented here from the point of view of
what is relevant to qualitative research. The empir-
ical programme of (laboratory)-constructivism
has not so far been applied to qualitative
research. The following sections are guided by
the idea that constructivism is concerned with
how knowledge arises, what concept of knowl-
edge is appropriate and what criteria can be
invoked in the evaluation of knowledge. For
qualitative research this is doubly relevant since,
like all research, it engenders knowledge and
therefore (at least very often) looks empirically
at specific forms of knowledge — for example,
biographical, expert or everyday knowledge.

3 EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS
ON THE NATURE OF SOCIAL REALITY

Alfred Schiitz has already claimed that facts only
become relevant through their meanings and
interpretations:

Strictly speaking there are no such things as facts
pure and simple. All facts are from the outset
selected from a universal context by the activities
of our mind. There are, therefore, always inter-
preted facts, either facts looked at as detached
from their context by an artificial abstraction or
facts considered in their particular setting. In
either case, they carry along their interpretational
inner and outer horizon. (Schiitz 1962: 5)

A considerable part of the criticism of construc-
tivism is devoted to the questions of the
approach to reality, and it is for this reason that
Mitterer (1999: 486) insists ‘no kind of con-
structivism is of the opinion that “everything is
constructed”’. Glasersfeld (1992: 30) underlines
the point: ‘radical constructivism in no way
denies an external reality’. On the other hand,
the various types of constructivism, from
Schiitz to Glasersfeld, do question whether
external reality is directly accessible - that is to
say, independent of perceptions and concepts
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that we use and construct. Perception is seen
not as a passive-receptive process of representa-
tion but as an active-constructive process of
production. This has consequences for the
question whether a representation (of reality, a
process or an object) can be verified for its
correctness against the ‘original’. This form of
verifiability, however, is questioned by con-
structivism, since an original is only accessible
through different representations or construc-
tions. And so the different representations or
constructions can only be compared with one
another. For constructivist epistemology, and
empirical research based on it, knowledge and
the constructions it contains become the rele-
vant means of access to the objects with which
they are concerned.

4 CONSTRUCTION OF KNOWLEDGE

Taking three main authors we may clarify how
the genesis of knowledge and its functions may
be described from a constructivist viewpoint.

1 Schiitz (1962: 5) begins with this premise:
‘All our knowledge of the world, in common-
sense as well as in scientific thinking, involves
constructs, i.e. a set of abstractions, generaliza-
tions, formalizations and idealizations, specific
to the relevant level of thought organization.’
For Schiitz, every form of knowledge is con-
structed by selection and structuring. The indi-
vidual forms differ according to the degree of
structuring and idealization, and this depends
on their functions — more concrete as the basis
of everyday action or more abstract as a model
in the construction of scientific theories.
Schiitz enumerates different processes which
have in common that the formation of knowl-
edge of the world is not to be understood as the
simple portrayal of given facts, but that the
contents are constructed in a process of active
production.

2 This interpretation is developed further in
radical constructivism, whose ‘core theses’ are
formulated by Glasersfeld (1992: 30) as follows.

1 What we call ‘knowledge’ in no sense repre-
sents a world that presumably exists beyond
our contact with it. ... Constructivism, like
pragmatism, leads to a modified concept of
cognition/knowledge. Accordingly knowl-
edge is related to the way in which we orga-
nize our experiential world.
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2 Radical constructivism in no sense denies an
external reality. ...

3 Radical constructivism agrees with Berkeley
that it would be unreasonable to confirm the
existence of something that can/could not at
some point be perceived. ...

4 Radical constructivism adopts Vico’s funda-
mental idea that human knowledge is a
human construct. ...

5 Constructivism abandons the claim that cog-
nition is ‘true’ in the sense that it reflects
objective reality. Instead it only requires that
knowledge must be viable, in the sense that
it should fit into the experiential world of
the one who knows ... .

Seen in this way, knowledge organizes experi-
ences that first permit cognition of the world
beyond the experiencing subject or organism.
Experiences are structured and understood
through concepts and contexts that are con-
structed by this subject. Whether the picture
that is formed in this way is true or correct can-
not be determined. But its quality may be
assessed through its viability, that is, the extent
to which the picture or model permits the sub-
ject to find its way and to act in the world. Here
an important point of orientation is the ques-
tion of how the ‘construction of concepts’ func-
tions (Glasersfeld 1995: 76-88).

3 For social constructionism the processes of
social interchange in the genesis of knowledge
take on a special significance, and in particular
the concepts that are used. In this sense Gergen
formulates the following ‘assumptions for a
social constructionism’.

The terms by which we account for the world and
ourselves are not dictated by the stipulated
objects of such accounts ... . The terms and forms
by which we achieve understanding of the world
and ourselves are social artefacts, products of his-
torically and culturally situated interchanges
among people ... . The degree to which a given
account of the world or self is sustained across
time is not dependent on the objective validity of
the account but on the vicissitudes of social
processes ... . Language derives its significance in
human affairs from the way in which it functions
within patterns of relationship ... . To appraise
existing forms of discourse is to evaluate patterns
of cultural life; such evaluations give voice to
other cultural enclaves. (Gergen 1994: 49ff.)

Knowledge is constructed in processes of social
interchange; it is based on the role of language

Construction
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World of / # \ Interpretation
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Natural and social
environment

Events

Activities

Understanding
Attribution of
meaning

Figure 3.4.1 Construction and interpretation as means
of access to the world of experience

in such relationships, and it has above all social
functions. The eventualities of the social
processes involved have an influence on what
will survive as a valid or useful explanation.

In accordance with these three constructivist
positions, our access to the world of experience —
the natural and social environment and the
experiences and activities it contains — operates
through the concepts constructed by the per-
ceiving subject and the knowledge deriving
from these. These are then used to interpret
experiences, or to understand and attribute
meanings (see Figure 3.4.1).

The ideas of radical and social constructivism
relate to cognition and knowledge in general
but not (or only in specific ways) to scientific
cognition. In particular, for radical construc-
tivism there is as yet no translation of the basic
ideas into a conceptualization of empirical
research (the first guidelines were presented by
Schmidt 1998). Here the focus should be on the
importance of constructivism for research, and
especially qualitative research. What remains
to be clarified is the relationship between
knowledge and research (see section 5) and the
links between the world of experience and con-
structs, between constructs and interpretations,
and between interpretations and the world of
experience (see section 6).

5 SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE
AS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION

For the social sciences Schiitz assumes that their
knowledge starts from everyday understanding:
‘The thought objects constructed by social
scientists refer to, and are founded upon, thought
objects constructed by the common-sense



thought of man living in his everyday life
among his fellow men’ (1962: 6). Social scien-
tific knowledge is developed on the basis of pre-
existing everyday knowledge and socially
constructed through this developmental
process. The main idea is the distinction that
Schiitz makes between constructs of the first
and second degree: ‘the constructs of social
science are, so to speak, constructs of the second
degree, that is, constructs of the constructs
made by the actors on the social scene’.
Accordingly Schiitz holds that ‘the exploration
of the general principles according to which
man in daily life organises his experiences, and
especially those of the social world, is the first
task of the methodology of the social sciences’
(1962: 59). For Schiitz, everyday knowledge and
cognition become the basis on which the social
scientist develops a more strongly formalized
and generalized ‘version of the world’
(Goodman 1978). Schiitz (1962: 208ff.), there-
fore, assumes ‘multiple realities’, of which the
world of science represents only one, which is,
in part, organized according to different princi-
ples compared to the everyday world. Social sci-
entific research becomes a kind of research that,
on the basis of pre-existing everyday constructs,
constructs another version of the world. Its
results — the knowledge and objective meanings
that it produces - are social constructs in the
everyday world that is under investigation and,
by extension, constructs in scientific analyses.
Schiitz’s ideas were further developed for sociol-
ogy by Berger and Luckmann (1966) and have
subsequently exerted a strong influence, partic-
ularly on biographical research (see 3.6, 3.7,
5.11) and on the development of ethnomethod-
ology (see 2.3, 3.2, 5.17).

Scientific knowledge as text

Social scientific analyses are increasingly using
the medium of text for their constructs: data are
collected as text (for example, in the form of
interviews, see 5.2), and processed and inter-
preted as such (see 5.10, 5.21). Ultimately, all
discoveries are presented in textual form
(see 5.22). In concrete terms text is already par-
tially used as a metaphor or a concept: from the
‘world as a text’ in general terms (Garz and
Kraimer 1994a) to the city as a text (Darnton
1989); life as a story (Bruner 1990) to people and
identities as texts (Gergen 1988; Shotter and
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Gergen 1989). A similar direction is taken by
ideas that there is no fundamental difference, at
the level of modes of experience, between inter-
pretations of texts, persons and artefacts
(Dennett 1991), or that cognitive processes
should first be analysed through the analysis of
discourses, rather than memory and experiment
(Edwards and Potter 1992; see 5.19). In all these
approaches the contexts being investigated and
the modes of action and experience are pre-
sumed to be in texts or are investigated in them.
Social scientific constructs therefore often
become textual constructs, linked in part to the
idea that everyday constructs are textual con-
structs. This approach has found particular
favour in the context of the postmodernist
debate and is related to the most recent devel-
opments of symbolic interactionism (see 3.3)
and the work of Denzin (see 2.7, 5.7). If this
thought is pursued further, it may be asked what
processes of construction (Schiitz’s first or
second degree) or of world-making (Goodman)
are going on in the transformation of modes of
action and experience into texts or at least text-
like constructions. To answer this question
we shall refer to the concept of mimesis
(cf. Gebauer and Wulf 1995), which will also give
pointers for a social science working with texts.

6 MIMESIS AND
WORLD-MAKING IN TEXTS

Mimesis is concerned with the representation of
worlds - and in Aristotle this originally meant
natural worlds - in symbolic worlds. In
Blumenberg (1981) this is discussed as ‘the imi-
tation of nature’. In the critical theory of
Horkheimer and Adorno (1972) and Adorno
(1973), the term was used as a counter-idea to
the rationality of conceptual thinking in the
context of an increasingly scientized world-view
(cf. also Wellmer 1985). At present growing
interest may be detected in a broader under-
standing of mimesis: ‘Mimesis can therefore be
used in a comprehensive way to mean represen-
tation’ (Reck 1991: 65). As an example, the rep-
resentation of natural or social contexts in
literary or dramatic texts or stage performances
is often discussed: ‘in this interpretation mime-
sis characterizes the act of producting a sym-
bolic world, which encompasses both practical
and theoretical elements’ (Gebauer and Wulf
1995: 3). Current interest also focuses on this
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concept outside literature and the theatre. The
debate thematizes mimesis as a general principle
that can be used to demonstrate understanding
of the world and texts: ‘the individual assimi-
lates himself or herself to the world via mimetic
processes. Mimesis makes it possible for indivi-
duals to step out of themselves, to draw the outer
world into their inner world, and to lend expres-
sion to their interiority. It produces an other-
wise unattainable proximity to objects and is
thus a necessary condition of understanding’
(Gebauer and Wulf 1995: 2-3).

In applying these considerations to the pro-
duction and functioning of social science and its
texts mimetic components can be identified in
the following places: in the translation of expe-
riences into narratives, reports and so on by
those under investigation,' in the construction
of texts on this basis on the part of researchers,
in their interpretation of such constructs and,
finally, in the reflux of such interpretations into
everyday contexts. This reflux of science into
everyday life is discussed more fully in the
theory of social representations (Moscovici 1984)
or Matthes (1985). This means that social science
has already contributed to determining and con-
structing the world it is investigating by means
of its results — so long as these, as individual
results, can attract to themselves the attention of
a broader public (cf. also Gergen 1973 for further
discussion of this). In this way its interpretations
and modes of understanding again feed back
into the modes of everyday experience. The fact
that in this process such interpretations are not
accepted one-for-one but are transformed in
accordance with the rationalities of the everyday
world has been shown by Moscovici (1961), on
the reception of psychoanalysis, and utilization
research (cf. Beck and Bonf§ 1989, see 6.3) in a
number of different case studies.

Mimesis as a process

A fruitful starting point to illustrate mimetic
transformation processes in the production and
reception of social scientific texts may be found
in the ideas of Ricoeur (1981a, 1984). He breaks
down the mimetic process, ‘playfully yet seri-
ously’, into the steps of mimesis,, mimesis, and
mimesis,:

Hermeneutics, however, is concerned with recon-
structing the entire arc of operations by which
practical experience provides itself with works,

authors, and readers. ... It will appear as a corollary
at the end of this analysis, that the reader is that
operator par excellence who takes up through
doing something — the act of reading - the unity
of the travel from mimesis, to mimesis, by way of
mimesis,. (Ricoeur 1984: 53)

The understanding of texts — and by extension
of social reality — becomes an active process of
producing reality in which not only the author
of texts, or versions of the world, is involved but
also the person for whom these are produced
and who ‘reads’ or understands them. For
Ricoeur the three forms of mimesis are distin-
guished as follows.

The mimetic transformation in the ‘process-
ing’ of experiences from the social or natural
environment into textual constructs — into con-
cepts, knowledge or everyday stories to others,
into particular types of document during the
production of texts for research purposes — is
always to be understood as a process of con-
struction. According to Ricoeur, mimesis, is
taking place here:

Such is the realm of mimesis, between the ante-
cedance and the descendance of the text. At this
level mimesis may be defined as the configuration
of action. This configuration is governed by a
schematization which is historically structured in
a tradition or traditions, and it is expressed in
individual works that stand in varying relation-
ships to the constraints generated by this schema-
tism. (Ricoeur 1984: 53)

The mimetic transformation of such texts in
modes of understanding by transformation
takes place in processes of the everyday under-
standing of narratives, documents, books,
newspapers and so on, and in the scientific inter-
pretation of such narratives, research docu-
ments or texts. Ricoeur refers to this as
mimesis,. It ‘marks the intersection of the world
of text and the world of the hearer or reader’
(1981a: 26).

Finally, in the reflux of such everyday and/or
scientific interpretations into modes of action via
prior understanding of human action and social
or natural phenomena, mimesis, plays a role:

Whatever may be the status of these stories which
somehow are prior to the narration we may give
them, our mere use of the word story (taken in
this pre-narrative sense) testifies to our pre-
understanding that action is human to the extent
that it characterises a life story that deserves to be
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told. Mimesis, is that pre-understanding of what
human action is, of its semantics, its symbolism,
its temporality. From this pre-understanding,
which is common to poets and their readers,
arises fiction, and with fiction comes the second
form of mimesis which is textual and literary.
(Ricoeur 1981a: 20)

According to this view, which Ricoeur formu-
lated to handle literary texts, mimetic processes
can be found at the following points in social
scientific understanding as an interplay of con-
struction and the interpretation of experiences
(see Figure 3.4.2).

Gebauer and Wulf (1995) explain that under-
standing as a constructive process, by involving
the person who understands, extends to under-
standing as a whole in social scientific research.
They base this on Goodman'’s (1978) theory of
different modes of world-making and the ver-
sions of the world that derive from this as a
result of cognition: ‘knowing in terms of this
model is a matter of invention: modes of orga-
nization “are not found in the world but built
into the world”’ (Gebauer and Wulf 1995: 28).
Gebauer and Wulf discuss mimesis in processes
of cognition in general terms. Ricoeur develops
this concept for processes of understanding in
relation to literature in a manner that emerges
without the narrow and strict idea of the por-
trayal of a given reality, and without the corre-
sponding narrow concept of reality and truth:
‘Mimesis in this sense is ahead of our concepts
of reference, the real and truth. It engenders a
need as yet unfilled to think more’ (1981a: 31).
This interpretation of mimesis can extend the
process of the social construction of reality — in
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knowledge, in texts and generally — and can
complement the conceptions of radical con-
structivism and social constructionism.

7 CONSTRUCTIVISM AND
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

From this point of view, mimesis may be used to
provide a conception of understanding in the
social sciences that takes account of the fact that
material to be understood should be dealt with
at various levels as something that is con-
structed and presented: mimetic processes can
be found in the processing of experiences in
everyday practice. They also take place in inter-
views and thereby in every construction of tex-
tualized and textualizable versions of the world
which are thus rendered accessible to social
science. Finally, they also play a role in the pro-
duction of texts for research purposes - for
example, transcripts, reports or interpretations.
This idea of the mimetic process can also be
applied to a type of design (see 4.1) that is wide-
spread in qualitative research — the reconstruction
of life-histories or biographies (see 3.6, 3.7) in
interviews (see 5.2). In this, narratives (see 5.11)
are considered to be the appropriate form for the
representation of biographical experiences.
Ricoeur (1981a: 20) supports the ‘thesis of the
narrative or pre-narrative quality of experience’.
With regard to the mimetic relationship between
life-histories and narratives Bruner explains:

that the mimesis between life so-called and narra-
tive is a two-way affair: ... Narrative imitates life,
life imitates narrative. ‘Life’ in this sense is the same
kind of construction of the human imagination as
‘a narrative’ is. It is constructed by human beings
through active ratiocination, by the same kind of
ratiocination through which we construct narra-
tives. When someone tells you his life ... it is always
a cognitive achievement rather than a through the
clear-crystal recital of something univocally given.
In the end, it is a narrative achievement. There is no
such thing psychologically as ‘life itself’. At very
least, it is a selective achievement of memory recall;
beyond that, recounting one’s life is an interpretive
feat. (Bruner 1987: 12-13)

Seen in this way the biographical narration of
one’s own life is not a portrayal of factual
sequences. It becomes a mimetic representation
of experiences that are constructed more generally
in one’s knowledge and more specifically for
this purpose - in the interview - in the form of
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a narrative. On the other hand, the narrative
provides a general framework within which
experiences are ordered, represented, evaluated
and so on - in short, within which they are
experienced. The object that qualitative research
is investigating (here) already has, in everyday
life, the form in which it seeks to investigate,
construct and interpret it. In the interview situ-
ation these everyday modes of interpretation
and construction are used to allocate these expe-
riences to a symbolic world - that of science and
its texts. The experiences are then interpreted
from within this world.

Through reconstructing life by means of parti-
cular questions a version of the particular expe-
riences is constructed and interpreted. The
extent to which the life and experiences actually
occurred in the form reported cannot be checked,
but it can be established what construction of
both the narrating subject is presenting, and also
which version arises in the research situation.
These experiences and the world in which they
happened should ultimately be presented and
seen in the representation of the results of this
reconstruction in a specific way - perhaps in the
form of a (new) theory (see 2.1, 5.13, 6.6) with
claims of validity. Mimetic processes create ver-
sions of the world which can then be understood
and interpreted through qualitative research.
Ricoeur’s different forms of mimesis and Schiitz’s
distinction between everyday and scientific con-
structs provide further content for the frame-
work that was set up by Goodman with his
assumption of different versions of the world
created by everyday, artistic and scientific modes
of construction.

For qualitative research constructivist assump-
tions become relevant for the understanding of
collected data — for example, biographies as con-
structs (cf. Bude 1984 for discussion). Here we
must ask whether qualitative research succeeds
in gaining access to the constructs of the inter-
view partner or the members of a research area.

As may be shown in the case of objective
hermeneutics (see 5.16), constructivist assump-
tions also become relevant for the critical analysis
of procedure and methodological requirements
(cf. Flick 2000a for an application to this process
of the idea of mimesis outlined here), or in the
sense of some further development (cf. T. Sutter
1997 on the linking of this approach or conver-
sation analysis (see 5.17) to constructivism in the
sense given in Luhmann 1990a).

In more general terms we may ask, in the sense
of social scientific constructivism, what processes
of decision-making belong to the qualitative
research process (see 4.1) and how they influence
the process of cognition and the desired results
(cf. Flick 1995, 2002 for further discussion).

Finally, constructivist assumptions may be used
as a starting point for the debate on the question
of justifying the validity of qualitative research
(cf. Steinke 1999, and 4.7) - in particular, because
the validity of knowledge and its determination
are a major problem for radical constructivism
which has to be dealt with under the key-word of
the viability> of knowledge, models, theories or
discoveries (cf. Glasersfeld 1995).

NOTES

1 Here the understanding of mimesis which Bruner
develops, with reference to Aristotle and Ricoeur,
becomes relevant: ‘mimesis was the capturing of
“life in action”, an elaboration and amelioration of
what happened’ (Bruner, 1990: 46). ‘Mimesis is a
kind of metaphor of reality. ... It refers to reality
not in order to copy it but in order to give it a new
reading’ (Ricoeur 1981b: 292-293). Mimetic processes
can then be understood as a principle of the repre-
sentation in everyday language of modes of action,
events and situations, ‘brought’ by the latter into a
communicable and intelligible version - for the
subject and for others.

2 Viability means that knowledge or other constructions
must show themselves to be useful and sustainable
(capable of life) in the particular context of use — they
must fit and allow the individual to act and survive
in the particular environment. This does not mean
that constructions must be true or contain correct
depictions: neither of these can be checked since they
cannot be directly compared with the original.
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In the course of its history the teaching of the
interpretative procedure known as hermeneu-
tics has undergone many changes, seen many
extensions and - as a self-reflective mode of dis-
covery — has contributed critically to its own
modification. From a historical and systematic
viewpoint it is bound up with the principle of
the written nature of phenomena, then with the
recording of language (or texts), but then — by
logical extension — with the recorded nature of
‘data’ in general, that is to say, with the fixed-
ness and implicit tendency to infinitely
repeated recursivity (or ‘discursivity’) of both
linguistic and non-linguistic documents: these
include human utterances, actions and produc-
tions, or human objectivizations of every kind.

The general questions with which hermeneu-
tics is concerned, however, have also been sub-
ject to supplementation and change. Whereas
in the past it was concerned exclusively with
the ‘value’ of understanding, today - particu-
larly in those procedures that may collectively
be referred to as social scientific hermeneutics —
it is interested to an ever-growing extent in the
‘how’. It is therefore interested in the under-
standing of understanding itself, in procedures,
‘rules’, ‘patterns’, implicit premises, modes of
meaning and understanding that are communi-
cated as part of the socializing processes of
adaptation, instruction and the passing on of
traditions.

1 PHENOMENOLOGY OF
UNDERSTANDING

We can give the name understanding to the
process that gives meaning to an experience.
The name understanding the other we can give to
the process by means of which we give meaning
to an experience in such a way that it relates to
some event in the world which has already been
given a meaning by the alter ego.
Understanding, as a process related to the
achievements of my own consciousness, is on
the one hand logically at the root of the under-
standing of the alter ego, and on the other hand
self-understanding is empirically a product what,
in the tradition of symbolic interactionism (see
3.3) since Charles H. Cooley (1902), has been
called the ‘looking-glass self’: a transference of
the understanding of others to my own con-
sciousness. Self-understanding is, in principle,
continuously and fully possible, since experi-
ences have no immediate meaning in them-
selves. It is, rather, the subjective consciousness
which constitutes meaning by relating an
experience to other phenomena. This act of
meaning-making contains in essence what is
meant by understanding as self-understanding.
Conversely, other-understanding — and this is
crucial for the problems of understanding in gen-
eral — takes place according to perspectives of inter-
pretation. This means that other-understanding
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is only possible in a discontinuous and partial
manner. Self-understanding is, in principle, an
unquestionable act; other-understanding is, in
principle, a questionable act.

Other-understanding is based on my experi-
ences of the alter ego. Every meaning that I
ascribe to it can deviate from the meaning that
the alter ego itself gives to its experiences. I
always grasp only fragments of its actual experi-
ence. And I always understand possibly only its
actual subjectively intended meaning. The con-
sciousness of alter ego is available to me only
through signs and tokens. These demonstrate
three layers of meaning (cf. Eberle 1984): (1) an
objectivized, inter-subjectively valid meaning;
(2) a subjective meaning; and (3) an occasional
meaning. If I wish to understand the alter ego,
then, hypothetically, I have to display its sub-
jective motives and reconstruct the objective,
subjective and occasional meaning of its deno-
tations. In this way it becomes plausible that
understanding of the meaning of the ‘other’ can
only be achieved in an approximate way.

Unquestionably, the ego does not have a
monopoly on the interpretation of the world in
everyday life but empirically is always to be
found in a world that has been pre-interpreted
by others. In the everyday world the maxim
applies that the viewpoints of the one and the
other are, in the main, interchangeable, and
that what is valid for the one would also be
relevant for the other, if he were in the same place,
and that this is and always will be the case. This
means that other-understanding in everyday life
is not difficult in itself but a matter of unques-
tionable routine. While, from an epistemological
point of view, the problem of other-understanding
also consists of explaining how this is at all
possible, in everyday opinion it represents a
rather banal achievement of the consciousness:
for human beings it is ‘normally’ so normal that
it is not a matter of everyday interest.

Human behaviour, as an observable form of
human action - be it linguistic or non-linguistic -
is interpretable by and for human beings
because, in addition to many other properties, it
always displays that of being (proto-)symbolic.
From the gesture to the ‘significant’ symbol,
from the token and symptom to the constructed
and unambiguously defined mathematical sign,
from the body and facial expression to clothing,
from the natural impression to the human pro-
duct, we attribute to ourselves and our environ-
ment the qualities of signs, and with these we

constitute the human interpretative horizon
(Wundt 1928; Biihler 1934; Mead 1934). Here
the different types of signs and their varying
semantics and associations also correspond to
different interpretative procedures (cf. Schiitz
and Luckmann 1989: 131-147).

Understanding is therefore not at all an
invention of the human and social sciences.
Furthermore, it does not initially happen in a
particular theoretical perspective, but is a con-
stantly practised everyday routine for human
beings. The permanent problem of hermeneutic
scientists therefore consists of giving a plausible
explanation of what makes their activity into a
scientific undertaking, even though it is based
explicitly on a completely everyday competence
that is common to all human beings.

2 PARTICULAR FEATURES OF
SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC UNDERSTANDING

Every social scientist, before he or she dares to
make prognoses, is concerned with the descrip-
tion and analysis of those constructs that relate
to the actions and plans of members of society
in an everyday, pragmatic perspective: con-
structs of the ‘first degree’ (Schiitz 1962: 3-47) of
everyday socio-historically based types, models,
routines, plausibilities, forms of knowledge,
contents of knowledge and (often implicit)
inferences. This means above all that the ‘data
of the social scientist, unlike those of the nat-
ural scientist, are pre-interpreted, that his con-
structs are constructs of constructs. The social
scientist develops constructs “of the second
degree”. These are controlled methodically
tested and testable, interpretative reconstruc-
tions of constructs “of the first degree”’.

The scientific interpreter is doing, in prin-
ciple, nothing different from what humans do
in their daily life: he or she is interpreting per-
ceptions as evidence of a meaning that underlies
them. But unlike the ordinary person, the scien-
tific interpreter seeks to create clarity through
the preconditions and methods of his or her
understanding. For it is in this way, and only in
this way, that interpretation becomes a scien-
tific method. And it is only through this that
interpretation becomes systematically teachable
and learnable.

Between constructs of the ‘first degree’ and of
the ‘second degree’ there is therefore a logical dif-
ference (cf. also Carnap 1928), and also more than



this alone. The action to which reconstructions
relate is, by the time these begin, long past,
gone for ever and unrepeatable. If it can still be
at all accessible to understanding, it must be
represented in particular ‘data’ (or traces), and it
‘presents’ itself in the data as a completed action.
Because they are concerned with testable, that is,
intersubjectively and rationally feasible, recon-
structions, social scientists cannot hope either
to replicate these actions congenially, or to enter
empathetically into the souls and minds, the
thoughts and feelings of the (original) actors:
instead they are subject to ‘reconstructive-
hermeneutic’ models of possibility for the
courses of action and the actors.

The understanding of the social scientist, there-
fore, takes place according to a special rather than
an everyday perspective, which Schiitz calls a the-
oretical sub-world of meaning. This is a perspec-
tive of fundamental doubt in a taken for granted
social reality. It is characterized by the fact that it
discounts concern about one’s own existence and
is only interested in seeing reality clearly and in
recognizing the ‘truth’ (that is, the make-up) of
social reality. In this perspective there is no pres-
ence of the social world, no being-in-situation, no
living people, but only idealized models of social
phenomena and artificial beings constructed by
the social scientist. Social scientific understanding
differs from everyday understanding in that inter-
pretative achievements do not happen here with
reference to everyday understanding but with ref-
erence to extensively activated knowledge and in
reliance on a reservoir of specialist professional
knowledge. This kind of understanding is, unlike
everyday knowledge, not related to the pragmatic
needs of daily living but to the relevance system
of a pragmatically disinterested observer (Schiitz
1932/1967: 220-241).

Social scientific understanding has as its goal
the discovery of the constitutive conditions of
‘reality’ and the demystification of social con-
structs. It has to reconstruct phenomena on
which the scientist is focusing in a manner that
corresponds to the meaning, is adequate to the
problem and logically consistent. It must also
make it possible to explain them in a way that is
‘adequate to meaning’ and also ‘causally ade-
quate’, in the sense of Weber (1949a). The prac-
tical social value of this enterprise lies in making
human beings aware of the circumstances, con-
texts and rules that are not normally prominent
in everyday understanding but within which
their life is conducted (cf. Luckmann 1983).

SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC HERMENEUTICS

Social scientific understanding, therefore,
is always essentially an understanding of
understanding, an understanding ‘of the second
degree’.

3 HERMENEUTICS AS A
SELF-REFLECTIVE ENTERPRISE

Most human interpretative achievements are
carried out, as we have already said, in a manner
that is not methodically controlled, but is rather
unquestioning - and perhaps incidentally -
against the background of an implicit knowl-
edge of the ‘here and now’ and of what has to
be done. To what is implicitly known, always
indicated and involved in the interpretation of
actions, we must add what, in phenomenologi-
cally oriented social-philosophy or ‘proto-
sociology’, is known as the ‘daily life-world’
(Luckmann 1983, 1990), and in social research
as the ‘milieu’ (Grathoff 1989) or ‘small social
life-world’ (e.g. Hitzler and Honer 1984, 1988;
Luckmann 1970; see 3.8): the human being’s
concrete environment, the totality of all that
humans experience as having an effect on them,
irrespective of the question of what affects them
‘objectively’ (Gurwitsch 1977/1979: 60).

For a social science of the forms of social
orientation, action, production and knowledge
the same is true as for phenomenological phi-
losophy: ‘environment’ is a concept that ‘has
its place exclusively in the spiritual sphere’
(Husserl 1936/1978: 272), that is, a concept that
represents the specifically human forms of
denotation, symbolically organized perception,
interpretation and action, ‘behind’ which
human beings cannot look. Accordingly, it is
unreal to describe the natural environment or
the non-spiritual world as something alien to
the spirit and ‘to buttress humanistic science
with natural science so as to make it supposedly
exact’ (Husserl 1936/1978: 272).

The human environment, or life-world, there-
fore cannot be described either by a model of
‘external/internal’ or ‘subject/object’ or with the
aid of spatial measurements and territorial
demarcations. For us it is not something opposed,
it is neither a cage nor an unlimited space but,
rather, a horizon of perception, orientation and
action. It moves with us, when we move, it
changes us — and our action — when we change
it. It does not exist without us, and we do not
exist without it. But we are not our environment:
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we have it. Our relationship to it and to
ourselves — if we agree with Plessner (1970: 41f.) —
is determined by our ‘eccentric positionality’, by
the ‘ambiguous character’ of our existence, which
represents two distinct but overlapping orders.
Empirical milieu-analysis, or life-world analysis,
represents an attempt to describe the concrete
forms of orientation, action and organization of
individuals in and with their environment, and to
interpret concrete action against this background.

Descriptions of milieux or ‘small life-worlds’
therefore document - in addition to spoken and
transcribed texts — the modes of orientation of a
human being in space, in the concrete environ-
ment, in the time lived in, to the personal phys-
ical essence and to other human beings: in this
sense they document the largely non-linguistic
production and reproduction of a social interac-
tive structure, the singularity of which is trans-
lated into the collective semantic types of
language and which must therefore also be inter-
preted.! At the same time, however, there arises
the fundamental problem of recording and
describing milieux and/or situations: putting
non-linguistic phenomena into language.

Beyond the sensually perceptible world - to
order, classify and interpret it — a separate world
of collective signs and symbols is constructed
(Cassirer 1953-1996; Langer 1957), both in lan-
guage and in action and orientation (see Berger
and Luckmann 1966: 97-146). Small life-worlds,
milieux and the actions which take place within
them and which form them are constituted
symbolically: life in social order and in milieux
as components of this order means life in
symbols and symbolically organized referential
contexts. To this extent linguistic and milieu-
analysis are also the analysis of symbols, and to
this extent the symbolic context as a whole
also determines the forms and typology of
human action. Accordingly, science as the
analysis of symbols consists of the attempt to
reconstruct the symbolic total context of the
forms of human action, orientation and
knowledge. (Concrete examples of this are in
Soeffner 1997.)

Beyond (linguistic) texts and, in scientific
hermeneutics, often underlying them, the uni-
versal interpretative claim of hermeneutics
becomes recognizable together with this change
of focus to the milieu or everyday life-world: for
hermeneutics there are no materia nuda, no
‘brute facts’. Instead, the problem of the delimi-
tation of texts and/or meaning objects now

becomes visible; this is, in other words, the
problem of context, of the embedding of the
meaning horizon of signifier, meaning and
objects of meaning (see also Biithler 1934). From
this it follows that (1) hermeneutics is, in terms
of this claim, wuniversal, as an interpretative
human approach to the world and human exis-
tence within it which is carried out in everyday
life (and which is therefore also scientifically
reconstructable and capable of methodological
definition); (2) because signifier, interpretation
and objects of meaning, however, are indepen-
dent of their respective embedding in milieux,
history, narratives and meaning-communities,
the various results of hermeneutic interpreta-
tion are relative. They exist in relation to a given
socio-historical context of meaning and acquire
their validity relative to this.

This relativity is not in any sense arbitrary,
for - in scientific hermeneutics - it does not
exclude rigorous processes of checking: these
checking processes focus on the relationship
between interpretation and its specific sur-
rounding conditions, and this relationship can
be made plausible intersubjectively. By taking
conscious account of the principle and the
actual instance of relativity, the claim to inter-
subjectivity of the procedure and of the results
is maintained and implemented: arbitrariness is
excluded by linking relativity and intersubjecti-
vity to each other in a controlled way.

From a perspective of milieu theory and life-
world analysis, which makes visible an objec-
tively operating layer of meaning of subjective
orientation prior to the historical perspective,
the whole scope of what is perceptible is deter-
mined by the cultural relevances of the observer.
The approach to intersubjectively possible
understanding must therefore fulfil the follow-
ing (Scheler 1923; Srubar 1981):

1 conscious and controlled abstraction on the
part of the interpreter from his or her own
cultural certainties and historical perspective
(reflection of personal prejudice);

2 reconstruction (as far as possible) of the
structure of the ‘alien’ milieu and the histor-
ical linking of a transmitted document or
‘record’, and of the ‘other’ life-world of the
producer (getting the ‘other’ to speak);

3 allocation of one’s own and the other’s expe-
riential structure and interpretation, and the
object of meaning, to a scientific ‘universe of
discourse’ of objectively possible (that is,



intersubjectively realizable) milieux, contexts
and meanings (location in semantic space).

4 PROBLEMS OF METHODOLOGICALLY
CONTROLLED UNDERSTANDING

Social scientific interpretations are essentially
sample case studies. They are carried out at two
levels: (1) in seeking, testing and fixing the rules
of interpretation and procedures; (2) in recon-
structing a particular case-structure in which
they make visible the conditions and constitu-
tive rules of social phenomena and objects in
their concrete manifestation, their concrete
effect and their mutability. In this process, on
the one hand, the case in its particularity and
the conditions of its individualization should be
made visible (see, for example, Soeffner 1997:
ch. 1). And on the other hand, this typicality
and comparability should be developed and
‘explained’ from the analysis of the forms
and structures involved in the development and
changing of types.

The interpretation of a case requires objecti-
vity in two directions: (1) with regard to verifia-
bility, that is, clarification of the interpretative
procedure and the prior knowledge that informs
it, as well as the related obligation to verify
which interpreters impose on themselves and
other scientific interpreters; (2) with regard to
the direction and goal of the procedure: the
analysis of what is from a social viewpoint
‘objectively’ effective — to the social institutions
and their historically valid meaning as determi-
nants of an action, and to the meaning-structure
of the action, which is possibly hidden, or
‘latent’, for the actor (Oevermann et al. 1979).

The goal of analysis is the concise reconstruc-
tion of an objectivized type of social action from
its concrete, case-specific manifestations. This
objectivized type is an ‘ideal type’ in so far as it
is constructed on the one hand with the aim of
falsifying empiricism to the extent that it gives
an unreliable reproduction of what is specific in
a particular case; and on the other hand to help
justify the individual case precisely because it
highlights what is historically particular against
the background of structural generality (Schiitz
and Luckmann 1973: 229-241; Weber 1949b:
89-101).

The reconstruction of an objectivized type of
social action is built up from (extensive) single-
case studies via case comparison, description
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and reconstruction of case-transcending
patterns, to the description and reconstruction
of case-transcending and, at the same time, case-
generating structures. The type that is recon-
structed in this way encompasses and illuminates
the structural difference of evolutionary and
historically changing structural formations, on
the one hand, and their concrete historically
and culturally specific defining characteristics,
on the other.?

In this way single-case analyses assist in the
gradual discovery of general structures in social
action, while the single case itself is interpreted
as an historically concrete response to a concrete
historical (problem-)situation and formation of
structure: with the individual phenomena the
development of structure is advanced, and with
the single-case analyses the development of
theory is updated.

The route from interpretative understanding
to ‘causal’ explanation of the sequence and the
effects of social action therefore passes through
a construct of a conceptually pure type of the actor
or actors thought to be acting as a type and the
meaning subjectively intended by them (Weber
1972/1978: 1-10), that is to say, a construction
of the ‘second degree’ (Schiitz 1962). Then and
only in the world of these ideal-typical, purposive-
rational constructs can it be decided how the
actors would have behaved and acted in a case
of ‘ideal purposive-rationality’ (Esser 1999).
Only with the assistance of these ideal-typical
constructs, which achieve their terminological,
classificatory and heuristic purpose better the
more ‘alien’ they are, can comparisons be made
with the action that has been documented. And
only then is it possible to give a ‘causal’ expla-
nation of the ‘distance’ between action in this
ideal-typical purposive rationality, on the one
hand, and the documented action, on the other
hand, so that one can name the elements that,
in the case being studied, have interfered in the
‘pure purposive-rationality’ and infiltrated these
with other features.

The concrete single case is therefore causally
explained exclusively with regard to its distance
and difference from the conceptually ‘pure’ and
purposive-rational ideal type. The single case is
not interpretatively understood through this
causal explanation of difference, but rather the
reverse: through interpretative understanding of
social action one arrives at a construct of ideal
types which for their part make the single case
visible and help it achieve its goal. In so far as
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they clarify its difference from the ideal type,
they assist in the understanding of its singular-
ity and concrete manifestation.

Interpretative social science is, in this sense,
the progressive reconstruction, the progressive
interpretative understanding of social action
which takes seriously the single case and
thereby human beings, their norms and their
history. Scientific ‘constructs of the second
degree’, the historical-genetic ideal-types, are
seeking precisely this historical understanding
of the single case and, equally, the understand-
ing of history.

NOTES

1 Ata clear distance in time from the related research
activities in the USA, an everyday ethnography, in
the sense given here, has developed in the German-
speaking world since the 1980s (see 3.8). Examples
of this are to be found in studies of the agricultural
milieu (Hildenbrand 1983), of the small life-world
of the body-builder (Honer 1985) and the water-
diviner (Knoblauch 1991a), of the labour situation
(Knorr-Cetina 1981, 1989), of punk culture (Lau
1992), of police work (Reichertz 1991a) and of the
making of donations (Vo3 1992). See also the rele-
vant contributions in Soeffner (1988).

2 As a ‘famous’ example we may refer here to the
hospital studies of Barney Glaser and Anselm
Strauss, in the context of which the so-called
‘grounded theory’ — the principle of abstracting a
theory step by step on the basis of single-case
studies — was developed (Glaser and Strauss 1965b,
1967, 1968; Strauss 1987; see 2.1, 5.13, 6.6).
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1 BIOGRAPHY AND THE HISTORY
OF EDUCATION IN A TIME OF
SOCIAL CHANGE

The questions how human beings learn and
what education means should also be considered
with reference to the intellectual situation of the
time. What is characteristic of contemporary
social development is the rapid introduction of
new information processing technologies. If one
also considers the areas of genetic research and
research into artificial intelligence together with
the public discussions they have unleashed,
then the question of the place of human beings
within the whole structure of modern socio-
technical systems becomes ever more urgent. We
are obliged to rethink our understanding of
mankind to be able to give information about
the significance of learning and education in
highly complex societies. To deal with this ques-
tion it is helpful to make use of a research direc-
tion that has grown in popularity both in the
social sciences and in education over the past
15-20 years: qualitative biographical research

(see also 3.7). Human development is approached,
from the perspective of this research direction,
as a lifelong process of learning and education,
so the question ‘What can we know about a
human being today?’ (Sartre 1981: 7) can in
essence be handled through the study of pat-
terns of learning and educational profiles in
their biographical dimensions.

Although in the tradition of educational stud-
ies the theme of biography can also display a
tradition as autobiography - for example, in
Wilhelm Dilthey’s pertinent reflections - the
true motivation for the development of a
research programme comes from the develop-
ment of the so-called interpretative or qualita-
tive paradigm (Hoffmann-Riem 1980) in the
social sciences. With this, in addition to a pre-
dominantly quantitative approach to educa-
tional and biographical research (Leschinsky
1988), a type of biographical research has arisen
that is oriented to the standards of qualitative
social research (Marotzki 1995a; see 3.7).

Its bases consist of assumptions that have been
elaborated in such differing disciplines as the
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sociology of knowledge, symbolic interactionism
(see 3.3), ethno-theory, ethnomethodology
(see 3.2) and conversation analysis (see 5.17).
One central methodological assumption consists
of establishing social facts according to the
meaning attribution of the actors. Here we apply
the ‘premise of the interactional conditionality
of individual meaning attributions’ (Hoffmann-
Riem 1980: 342) that has been particularly
developed in symbolic interactionism (Blumer
1969). The interplay between the individual and
society is seen as an interpretative process which
is played out in the medium of significant sym-
bols (such as language). The human being
becomes acquainted with the world and
him/herself primarily in interpretations that are
mediated by, and bound to, interaction.
Qualitative biographical research accepts that the
biography of an individual can always be under-
stood as a construct, but not only as that. The
main focus of its observation lies in studying
individual forms of the processing of social and
milieu-specific experience. Individual forms can,
of course, be those that are projected on to indi-
viduals during socialization and which they
accept. But not every case can be treated as an
acceptance. Individual variation or even the cre-
ation of new structures of experience processing,
as an emerging and in part also a contingent
process, cannot be derived from social models.
Individuality and the problems of emergence and
contingence are interrelated.

Emergence, in this context, means that human
decisions are never completely programmable
by environmental factors. Biographical deci-
sions, which always contain an element of free-
dom, cannot be reconstructed as an ethical
algorithm. Contingence means the existential
experience of the finite and the coincidental,
which cause humans to be thrown back on
themselves. If it was said at the outset that the
question of how humans learn must always be
viewed within a temporal diagnostic framework,
then we must also point out here that an
increase in contingence is indeed a feature of
the development of modern society. In this
sense Peukert writes:

What is characteristic of the new age is a matter of
debate. The least controversial claim is that it is
based on a radicalized experience of the finiteness
and coincidental nature of everything that hap-
pens: it is coincidental and finite, that is ‘contin-
gent’, to the extent that it could also be different

or not happen at all. The contingency of facts is
no longer captured by an intuitively comprehen-
sible order of being. (Peukert 1984: 130)

Accordingly, it becomes increasingly difficult to
describe or predict normal biographies. It becomes
increasingly questionable to describe and expect
any development as normal. Human forms of
reaction and processing are diverse. The
increased distinctions between worlds of social
meaning are accompanied by an increasing
diversity of individual lifestyles and values.
Discovery movements and experimental forms
of existence seem for many people not to be
restricted merely to crisis situations in their lives
but to be taking on the nature of a permanent
way of living. In other words, the question
about subjective meaning content implies that
it means something different from merely what
an individual is offered in the way of social
models. In this perspective subjectivity is not
understood just as the simple result of social
intersubjectivity, but as its condition. Qualita-
tive biographical research sees its opportunity in
the fact that it confronts the complexity of the
individual case. Two aspects of this, which are
decisive for the constitution of biographies, will
be developed below: processes of meaning-
production, and processes of the creation of
self-images and world-images.

2 PROCESSES OF SENSE-
AND MEANING-MAKING

Wilhelm Dilthey (1852-1911), in his Founda-
tions of the Humanities (1968b), opened a way of
understanding the course of human life that has
hitherto scarcely been used. He opposes mecha-
nistic, technocratic and reductionist concepts of
mankind and, on the basis of the now famous
dictum ‘we explain nature; we understand
mankind’, he developed a concept to make it
possible to understand mankind through its
manifestations. By human manifestations he
means both artistic products and every kind of
ordered activity and behaviour in social con-
texts. He sees the methodological starting-point
for this kind of concept of understanding in that
internal experience in which reality is presented
to us. For him understanding is closely linked to
the tradition of hermeneutics, which concerns
itself with the interpretation of texts and com-
municative situations. From a methodological



point of view human objectivizations and
manifestations are conceived in the broadest
sense as text (see Blankertz 1982: 219), which has
to be interpreted in the process of understanding.

For Dilthey the task of the humanities consists
of understanding socially interrelated individual
life units, that is ‘to re-experience them and cap-
ture them in thought’ (Dilthey 1968b: 340). These
life units are first described as individual persons
and as their forms of expression, their words and
actions. These single individuals, however, are
not understood as isolated atomized subjects but,
as we would put it today, as mediated by social-
ization. This means that they are embedded in
social units such as families, groups, society,
humanity. On the one hand they are character-
ized by these in a particular historical situation;
and on the other hand the individuals influence
these units to a greater or lesser extent. No con-
cept, in Dilthey’s opinion, can capture all of the
content of these individual units:

Rather the multiplicity of what is apparently con-
tained in them can only be experienced, under-
stood and described. And their enmeshing in the
course of history is a singular event that is inex-
haustible for human thought. (1968b: 341)

Conceptual thinking therefore, if we pursue
Dilthey’s idea, is only conditionally capable of
understanding humans in their individual
incarnations. It is an essential element of the
process of understanding, but not a sufficient
one.

Sense-making as the
production of coherences

Sense is produced, in Dilthey’s opinion, with
the aid of the mechanisms of coherence-cre-
ation. The category of coherence, for him, is a
central category of life.

The course of a life consists of parts, consists of
experiences that are related together in some
internal coherence. Every individual experience
relates to a self of which it is a part; it is bound in
coherence through its structure with other parts.
Everything intellectual contains coherence; there-
fore coherence is a category that arises from life.
We understand coherence by virtue of the unity
of consciousness. (1968c: 195)

The creation of coherence, in Dilthey’s work, is
therefore seen as an achievement of consciousness
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which constantly produces links between parts
and the totality and then checks or modifies
them in new biographical situations. In this way
life-history shows itself to be a construct pro-
duced by the subject and which, as a unit, orga-
nizes the wealth of experiences and events in the
course of a life into some coherence. The cre-
ation of this kind of coherence of experiences is
achieved through an act of meaning attribution.
From the present meaning is given to past
events. The memories that a person can call up of
his or her life are those that seem globally mean-
ingful and through which that person structures
his or her life. It is only when these meaning-
coherences set up by the subject are available that
development is possible (cf. Dilthey 1968a: 218).

In summary, therefore, it must be said that the
concept of biographization characterizes that
form of meaning-ordering, sense-creating behav-
iour of the subject in conscious awareness of his
or her own past life. A meaning-giving biogra-
phization is only possible when the subject is in
a position to produce retrospective coherences
that allow him or her to organize events and
experiences within them and to create relation-
ships between them and also to a totality. In this
way we are constantly working at making our
life consistent, at drawing lines in the material of
our past, which will order it and create coher-
ence. Lines separate, make prominent, show
contours and give directions. They represent
indications of relationship and orientation. If we
fail to enter lines into our biography then we say,
in colloquial terms: ‘I can’t work it out’. If this
kind of line-drawing and coherence-creation
fails, we may legitimately speak of a crisis, an
existential crisis of sense. Human plans bear the
mark of the individual and are only generaliz-
able under certain conditions:

Every life has its own meaning. It is to be found
in a meaning context in which every memorable
present has a counter-value, but at the same time,
in the context of memory, it has a relation to a
meaning of the whole. This meaning of the indi-
vidual being is completely singular, inseparable
from recognition, and yet, in its way, it represents —
like Leibniz’s monad - the historical universe.
(Dilthey 1968c: 199)

The perspective of individual sense and meaning-
making leads directly to the approach of modern
biographical research. An approach to under-
standing that sees itself as concerned exclusively
with the realm of social interaction does not
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meet the target. The problems of subjectivity
cannot be replaced by the problems of intersub-
jectivity. In no way does this mean that inter-
subjectivity should be excluded; it means,
rather, that intersubjectivity is an essential but
not a sufficient condition of understanding. In
this it is not only the question of the intersub-
jective conditions of subjectivity that are of
interest, but also that of the subjective condi-
tions of intersubjectivity. The consistent per-
spective of the individual leads to the category
of biography.

This position of modern biographical research
may be further illuminated by certain thoughts
of Jean-Paul Sartre. In his critique of Marxism,
he required that the attention of hermeneutics
be directed to the individual. Contemporary
Marxism, he claimed, has driven the exile of
man from human knowledge. Sartre opposed
this with his famous definition: ‘The object of
existentialism - because of the failure of the
Marxists — is the individual in the social field’
(1983: 106). Sartre demands that individuals be
understood by studying the forms they use to
process reality. Against any kind of finiteness of
knowledge, against unambiguity in the under-
standing of meaning, he sets up multiplicity
and multi-dimensionality: ‘It is necessary to
insist on the ambiguity of past facts’ (1983: 100).
Marxism displays a degree of anaemia; it has
driven the exile of man from knowledge. The
rediscovery of a knowledge of the individual is
Sartre’s goal. For this reason, biography is consis-
tently a central category for him. With
hermeneutic intention he follows the traces of
the individual. In a number of existential and
hermeneutically designed extensive interpreta-
tions of particular cases (for instance on
Flaubert, Genet, Baudelaire) he showed - from a
philosophical perspective — the way of modern
biographical research, which sees itself as the
qualitative interpretation of individual cases.

The reflections on Dilthey in this section have
essentially brought forth the idea that the mak-
ing of sense and meaning are characteristic of
human existence. The processes of biographiza-
tion are an immediate expression of these
dimensions. In this way the thesis of the inter-
pretative paradigm that we reviewed at the
outset, with mankind as an interpreting, world-
designing and reality-creating creature, has been
clarified from a particular point of view.
The production of sense and meaning rep-
resent the creative centre of human existence.

An understanding of learning and education
cannot ignore this, but becomes possible only
when one comes to understand processes of
learning and education as specific ways of inter-
preting oneself and the world. This viewpoint will
be developed in the next step in the argument.

3 PROCESSES OF SELF-CREATION
AND WORLD-MAKING

Here it is appropriate to refer back to Alfred
Schiitz’s position on the sociology of knowl-
edge, which is in the tradition of phenomeno-
logically oriented theory-building. His name is
associated with the endeavour to base the social
sciences essentially on the ideas of Edmund
Husserl through explaining the processes of
meaning-constitution in the life-world (see 3.1,
3.8). In Schiitz’s work questions are dealt with
which seek to clarify how the social world is
meaningfully constituted and how a scientific
analysis of these processes of meaning-creation
is possible. Schiitz developed his field of enquiry
in the course of his debate with Georg Simmel
and, in particular, Max Weber. In this the ques-
tion of how one can understand the subjective
meaning of the behaviour of others came to be
a central theme of his thinking. He assumes that
humans can construct different internal atti-
tudes to themselves and to the world. He pro-
vides a polymorphy of such approaches. These
are not reducible to one another. A human
being cannot be understood from a single form
(cf. Srubar 1988: 49, for discussion), but only from
an ensemble of varied forms of the approach to
himself and the world. This is the central
nucleus of Schiitz’s position.

From 1928 onwards Schiitz began the
preparatory work on The Phenomenology of the
Social World, which appeared in 1932. In this
work he establishes an essential link between
meaning constitution and social action and its
sociality. After his emigration to the United
States he worked, from 1939, on a synthesis of
action theory and life-world theory, which he
described as pragmatic life-world theory. To char-
acterize it he used the term cosmion, which
refers to the symbolic self-interpretation of a
society. When a human being interprets the
world meaningfully he or she makes it into his
or her life-world, or cosmion. In this cosmion
there are different realms of reality. The assump-
tion of the multiplicity of levels of reality was



developed by Schiitz in his Theory of Multiple
Realities (1962), in which he attempts to justify the
inter- and intra-cultural multiplicity of human
reality. The recognition of the life-world basis of
human action leads him to the conception of a
plurality of finite areas of meaning, and this marks
the broad boundary of his so-called life-world. The
pluralization of areas of meaning corresponds to a
pluralization of areas of rationality, since every
area of meaning is characterized by a particular
attitude towards the world and oneself.

It was William James who, in his Principles of
Psychology (1890), drew attention to the fact
that such worlds are in principle created subjec-
tively. Schiitz develops this idea, for example in
his work Don Quixote and the Problem of Reality:

The whole distinction between real and unreal,
the whole psychology of belief, disbelief, and
doubt, is, always according to William James,
grounded on two mental facts: first that we are
liable to think differently of the same object; and
secondly, that when we have done so, we can
choose which way of thinking to adhere to and
which to disregard. The origin and fountainhead
of all reality, whether from the absolute or the
practical point of view is thus subjective, is our-
selves. Consequently, there exist several, probably
an infinite number of various orders of reality,
each with its own special and separate style
of existence, called by James ‘subuniverses’.
(Schiitz 1964: 135)

The spectrum of possible worlds extends from
the everyday world and the world of science, to
the world of dreams and fantasy, the insane
world of psychosis, and the world of intoxica-
tion with hallucinogenic drugs such as LSD;
finally, we must also include today the world of
virtual reality in which many computer freaks
operate. Each of these worlds has its own limits
and is real in its own way (see 3.8). In every area
of reality there are meaning patterns that do not
need to be mutually compatible with each other.
But we have the ability to switch between them.
It is perhaps constitutive for humans that they
are world-migrants, that they can reside in a variety
of worlds and then return to their own everyday
world. This last-named ability is both an essen-
tial and a sensitive criterion of the ability to live
communally: the everyday world is the indis-
pensable referential framework for such migra-
tions. Migrating into other worlds is a diversion
from daily life, in confidence that it will be pos-
sible to return there. These other worlds call
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into question what is taken for granted in the
everyday world, threaten it directly or indi-
rectly, and therefore frequently create anxiety.
Communities, therefore, develop forms (tradi-
tions, conventions) to allow for other worlds,
and for calling-into-question the everyday
world. Any calling-into-question or exceeding
the boundaries of the everyday world may often
bring about a crisis which leads, as a rule, to
specific processes of biographization:

If his life [the life of a human being] (or what he
considers to the meaning of his life) seems threat-
ened, he must then ask himself whether what just
seemed so urgent and important is still so urgent
and important. The relevancies that had previ-
ously operated so matter-of-factly are then sub-
jected to an explicit interpretation in the light
that the present crisis casts on his previous life
and on his future life (which has been put into
question). What results from his interpretation is
another matter: the relevances can, as the case
may be, turn out to be void or still remain valid.
The person can hold on to the results of his reflec-
tions as a memento mori for his further course in
life, or else forget them as quickly as possible
(especially after the crisis has faded away). (Schiitz
and Luckmann 1989: 128)

Humans then begin to ask questions of them-
selves and the world. This can result in a restruc-
turing of subjective relevances and thereby in a
transformation of the behaviour of oneself and
the world. Humans then see both themselves
and their world differently. It is just these
processes that are of interest in biographical
research: can we understand such migrations
from a single case? Can we make statements
about conditions and consequences? Therefore,
although the everyday world takes on a prag-
matic character, the other worlds are not
rejected: they represent an internal enrichment.
The individual is deprived if, as a world-migrant,
he or she settles in only a single world. For cross-
ing borders means that everyday life loses the
focus of its reality in favour of another. On the
other hand human beings see themselves
exposed to the danger of dissociation if the
everyday world, as the Archimedic point of the
existence as organization, is put out of action.
From this viewpoint human life is a constant
process of creation and maintenance of worlds.
We are world-migrants, frontier-crossers, aliens
and home-comers. A fragility of identity is the
hallmark of our existence.
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From the Schiitzian position further links to
modern biographical research can be set up: it is
a matter of becoming acquainted with a large
number of the forms of human beings’
approach to themselves and to the external
social reality. Knowledge of a broad phenome-
nology of such approaches ought to be a funda-
mental component of social-scientific thinking.
It might be said that a typical feature of modern
biographical research is that it has moved from
the question of what and why to consider how.
The question of how is concerned with forms
and performances; it could be called a morpho-
logical question. The analysis of the biography-
making processes documented in the form of a
narrative interview serves the purpose of clarify-
ing the forms of these attitudes to self and the
world. The results of such analyses are often
micro-logically exact descriptions of the forma-
tion process, which represent a morphology,
and - to a certain extent — a genealogy of the
empirical educational profiles. Biographical
research in this sense is concerned with deter-
mining figures of education. It carries out what
W. Benjamin and T. W. Adorno have called
micro-logical analysis (Marotzki 1997a). The
interest in possible forms of attitudes to self and
the world works on the premise that these are
produced by individual people in interactive
contexts, but that they cannot be derived from
these. The making of sense and meaning means,
above all, that a person’s behaviour to self
and the world is being developed. Worlds are
not pre-determined, but have to be created and
maintained by action, communication and
biography-making. We are constantly develop-
ing ourselves and the world in processes of
biography-making from the viewpoint of a par-
ticular way of being that is unique to ourselves.
It is legitimate to use the term ‘education’ to
approach this behaviour to self and the world.
Modern qualitative biographical research (with
educational intent) is therefore interested in
concrete educational profiles, their origin and
their transformations (Marotzki 1997b).

4 FINAL REMARKS

In this chapter the phenomenological aspect has
been stressed because the everyday life-world is
understood here as a fundamental dimension.
Here it is not - as, for example, in the tradition of
Habermas — a matter of an opposition between

life-world and system. Nor is it therefore a matter
of finding systemic bridging designs of the life-
world to protect them from one another.
Biographical research in the phenomenological
tradition (see 3.1) should not, therefore, be
equated with a lyric of affliction or a new subjec-
tivism. This must be emphasized because it is
only in this way that the accusation of turning
the processes of learning and education into a
therapy can be avoided. Qualitative biographical
research, which concentrates on the interpreta-
tion of single cases, can be associated with the
tradition of micro-logical analysis (Benjamin,
Adorno) and in this sense does not see itself as
necessarily being in opposition to social theory
approaches, of which it has often been accused.

At the beginning of this chapter we enquired
about the place of mankind within the scenario
of socio-technical systems. Technical systems,
particularly new technologies, relieve us of rou-
tine activities. As a rule these are carried out more
rapidly and reliably with the help of technical sys-
tems. Mankind can now devote more attention to
its creative, innovative and expressive ways of
problem-solving. Because of problematic social
situations these are more in demand than ever. To
release this potential, to develop and promote it,
requires suitable scenarios for learning and educa-
tion. The decisive insight consists of not only
understanding the problem-solving potential as a
cognitive capacity. There are, in particular, bio-
graphical resources that represent, in a compre-
hensive way, a potential for order. One of the
main tasks of qualitative biographical research is
to explore these. It is therefore concerned with
exchanging new-style perspectives and meaning
contexts, with learning how human beings per-
ceive and process unambiguous facts differently,
and what meaning they attribute to them. In this
there are no right and wrong ways of looking at
things. It is rather a matter of systematically con-
sidering and recording the concrete experiential
world of humans as an independent sense and
meaning-context for processes of creativity and
problem-solving. The flexibility needed for this
cannot be achieved through a similar flexibility in
definition of self and the world.
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With the loss of a society of large groups the
concept of generation today offers one of
the last reference points for a we-concept of the
individual (Bude 1997). Now that ‘class’ and
‘nation’ are no longer automatically available as
obvious collectivization entities, ‘generation’ is
coming to be preferred as a category of social
embedding, and this seems to be unencumbered
either by political ideology or by national
history. The generational community of experi-
ence and memory emphasizes a horizontal
identity of seeing and coming to terms with the
world beyond the vertical solidarities of feelings
of provenance and willingness to associate
(Nora 1996). What makes proximity of year of
birth into a generation is a feeling of being iden-
tically affected by a unique historical and social
situation. In this way reactions of completion
and thematic merging in everyday conversa-
tions create a unique proximity between people
who in other respects are alien to one another
(cf. Bahrdt 1996). The generational coherence
that is, in this way, becoming thematic is the
focus of comparison between the life of an indi-
vidual and others of the same age, and in this
the experience of contingence of biography is
anchored in relationships of collective experi-
ence. Individual life-history is judged in respect
of the life-course of members of the same gene-
ration: what can be expected, what constituted
happiness and where there was failure.

1 AN EXPRESSION OF THE
MODERN EXPERIENCE OF
TEMPORALIZATION

The present popularity of the concept of
generation in social and sociological self-
description can indeed lead one to ignore the
fact that the problem of generations has occu-
pied sociology since its beginnings and that the
concept of generation belongs to the funda-
mental historical concepts of the modern expe-
rience of temporalization of social relationships
(see Koselleck 1978). Admittedly the method-
ological use of the term is relatively under-
developed. Despite the classical reference to Karl
Mannheim’s article (1952b), there is no agree-
ment on questions of how generations are
formed, how they are to be identified and what
socializing effect they have on the lives of their
members. A structural weakness in the concept
has been postulated, and although this does
permit a reformulation of retrievable obvious
facts of everyday life, it does not allow for a con-
trolled structuring of anonymous data.
Alternatively, one can refer back to method-
ologically tighter concepts, but with these
the essential informative content of the concept
of generation is lost. It is therefore essential, for
a justification of interpretative generation
research, to make a number of conceptual state-
ments and methodological clarifications, so



that it is not always necessary to start again at
the beginning when one could long since have
made progress.

2 THE CONCEPT OF GENERATION
RATHER THAN COHORT

The move from cross-sectional to linear descrip-
tions that was so vital for the understanding of
social change, and the related insight that well-
founded statements of trends can only be
derived from the systematic comparison of the
life-situations and life-balances of different birth
cohorts (cf. Mayer 1990 for an outline), has inci-
dentally led to a replacement of the historical
concept of generation by a chronological con-
cept of cohort. Although cohorts, according to
Norman B. Ryder’s (1965) open definition, refer
to an aggregate of individuals who have shared
the same experience in the same time-frame, in
research the concept normally denotes a year-
group (on the genesis and application of the
term cohort, see Sackmann 1998: 29-63). Birth
cohorts, however, do not in themselves consti-
tute a generation: it is rather a matter of the pos-
sible relation to a common experience that
marks and influences, and from which there
arises evidence of something shared, despite dif-
ferences of provenance, religion or ethnic affili-
ation. Where this evidence is missing, then we
are not dealing with a generation, even when
years of birth coincide. But where this feeling of
participation in a common way of experiencing
and reacting does exist, it cannot be countered
by a contradictory chronology. For generations
are collective formations and it is only they which
make possible a meaningful adding together
of individual year-cohorts. We are beginning
at the wrong end, as Richard Alewyn (1929: 522)
saw long ago, if we compare the courses of
individual lives and seek to harmonize them.
From this, instead of constructions of genera-
tions, we shall achieve only catalogues of
cohorts, which always make too many concep-
tual promises and always contain too little
information about forms of behaviour and
meaning-patterns.

It is not a matter of contesting the argument
advanced by representatives of the cohort-
approach to demography and, by extension, to
mobility and socialization research, that objective
life-chances are determined solely by year-group
strength (Easterlin 1980), or by the chance
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structure encountered by same-age groups in
the transition from education to employment
(Miller 1978). It is simply that the constituted
generational situation needs a context of genera-
tion which constitutes it, and which creates —
from diverse effects — a socially attributable unity.
Here we may see the methodologically demand-
ing implication of the concept of generation: the
fact that it makes intelligible the gradual defini-
tion of a generation entity which is only the
initial framework for the aggregation of individual
birth cohorts into the totality of people of the
same age. Without this interpretative element
generation research would lose itself in a process
of random distinction and comparison that
would miss the phenomenon of a society that
renews itself with every generation.

The concept of generation does not embrace
the simple variation in living circumstances
within the simultaneity of that which is non-
simultaneous, but the constant new application
of predominant formations which give expres-
sion to a new 