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‘Qualitative method’ can be understood as the title of a social movement, a banner around which people in social and cultural research communities have mobilized, with a particular energy from the late 1960s onwards in Western (or at least Anglophone) social research. Alasuutari (2004) has suggested that the qualitative methods movement has been a convenient vehicle for the rediscovery and legitimation of approaches to human inquiry that were, in fact, quite prevalent (particularly in sociology) before the Second World War. This was before the American-led development of social survey methods under a scientific paradigm, arising from wartime experience and continuing into the 1950s and 1960s, which came to dominate methodological thinking and practice in human sciences at a time when faith in progress through the application of science was a widespread social value (see Chapter 8, 2nd edn). People interested in more literary, interpretive approaches at that time felt considerably threatened by this scientific – some might say scientistic – orthodoxy and developed a qualitative creation myth (Seale, 1999) that contributed to the idea of a separation between qualitative and quantitative method and an amnesia about ‘qualitative’ research practice before the 1940s. In fact, the set of practices that came to be incorporated under the ‘qualitative method’ banner had been part and parcel of a general approach to scholarship and academic inquiry, in which quantitative–qualitative distinctions were relatively unimportant. 

A properly historical analysis, then, will need to recover an appreciation of the role which qualitative work (although it may not have gone under that name) played in research activity from considerably further back than the past 40 years or so. In this chapter I will begin by discussing the early development of ethnographic method and the history of interviews, these being two key ‘qualitative’ methods in social research. In the second part of the chapter, consideration of developments from the 1960s onwards will incorporate an increasing diversity of qualitative research practice, the contemporary scope of which is represented in a number of recent collected volumes (for example, Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Seale et al., 2004) as well as the present book. 

Early history of ethnography 

Ethnography might be said to have roots in the European ‘discovery’ from the fifteenth century onwards of new kinds of human beings living in the Americas (and later in the South Seas) whose very existence spelled trouble for biblical accounts of human descent and whose ways of life seemed to incorporate radically different behaviour and morality. Attempts to understand and explain these peoples and their behaviours from a European Christian point of view, subsequently from the vantage point of a colonial mentality, were made in accounts from missionaries, travellers, explorers, local administrators and the like. A key tension in these accounts – and it is one which in slightly different forms runs through today’s methodological debates about ethnography (see Chapters 17 and 33, 2nd edn) – lay in the difficulty in recognizing subjects of reports (the indigenous ‘Other’) as having a right to be regarded as equally human to the European observer. As Vidich and Lyman (2000) put it: 

How is it possible to understand the other when the other’s values are not one’s own? This problem arises to plague ethnography at a time when Western Christian values are no longer a surety of truth and, hence, no longer the benchmark from which self-confidently valid observations can be made. (2000: 41) 

As these authors go on to show, ethnography from the early twentieth century onwards came to be professionalized as the discipline of social anthropology developed within universities, bringing with it the practice of spending a lengthy period of time (a year or more) living ‘in the field’ in some foreign land, the anthropologist’s passage (and therefore his or her perspective) often being arranged through the good offices of some local colonial administrator. The paradigmatic case of this mode of qualitative knowledge production was Malinowski, whose writings addressed both the popular appetite for lurid tales from strange lands (one of his books was called The Sexual Life of Savages, 1929) and aspired to scientific respectability through the claim to have applied a rigorous method (see Box 1) 

	Box 1 Malinowski and anthropology

‘Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific … is [a] canonical text … Published in 1922, it is conveniently taken as marking the beginning of British social anthropology and, more specifically, of establishing it as a discipline based on what he called “scientific ethnographic fieldwork.” … While others had undertaken anthropological fieldwork previously, Malinowski’s was at the time of unusual length (two years in the Trobriands) and intensity – not merely “a sporadic plunging into the company of natives [but] being really in contact with them” (1922: 7) as he put it. Moreover, in Argonauts he presented this personal experience as a “scientific” approach, capable of going beyond amateur accounts of “native peoples” by providing “concrete statistical documentation” (1922: 24) … The calculated positioning between the literary and the scientific, and the academic and the popular, and the play between depicting difference and illuminating humanistic universalism (showing how Trobriand practices were not so strange as they might at first appear), was undoubtedly crucial to Malinowski’s success in putting British social anthropology on the map.’ (MacDonald, 2001: 61–2) 


Malinowski placed methodological claims considerably to the fore in his writing (advocating his method as ‘scientific’ and trumpeting his occasional reliance on ‘statistics’, for example). But anthropological writing in the early part of the twentieth century was in general characterized by a lack of the kind of methodological self-consciousness, involving self-doubt about the authority of the writer to report objectively on witnessed ways of life, prevalent nowadays. Very few direct quotations from respondents are presented in the classic ethnographies of this time, fieldworkers being trusted to summarize reliably and accurately the views of the people studied, with no suspicions aired about the likely role of the observer’s interpretations in forming such summaries. Immersion in the field itself gave the author the necessary credibility and the intensity and commitment involved in this was therefore stressed in the few methodological accounts that were thought necessary (see Box 2 for an example). 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000), commenting on the anthropological work that arose from the efforts of early academic pioneers such as Mead and Malinowski, have argued that this period in the development of qualitative research can be characterized as its traditional moment and that four beliefs and commitments characterized ethnography at this time: 

	Box 2 Margaret Mead’s account of her immersion in ‘the field’

‘This account is the result of six months’ concentrated and uninterrupted field work. From a thatched house on piles, built in the centre of the Manus village of Peri, I learned the native language, the children’s games, the intricacies of social organization, economic custom, and religious belief and practice which formed the social framework within which the child grows up. In my large living-room, on the wide verandas, on the tiny islet adjoining the houses, in the surrounding lagoon, the children played all day and I watched them, now from the midst of a play group, now from behind the concealment of the thatched walls. I rode in their canoes, attended their feasts, watched in the house of mourning and sat severely still while the mediums conversed with the spirits of the dead. I observed the children when no grown-up people were present, and I watched their behaviour towards their parents. Within a social setting which I learned to know intimately enough not to offend against the hundreds of name taboos, I watched the Manus baby, the Manus child, the Manus adolescent, in an attempt to understand the way in which each of these was becoming a Manus adult.’ (Mead, 1942: 15–16: first published in 1930) 


1. Commitment to objectivism 
2. Complicity with imperialism
3. Belief in monumentalism (i.e. the report would contribute to a museum-like repository of knowledge) 
4. Belief in the timelessness of the culture studied 

Denzin and Lincoln make these points in the context of a book that seeks to outline how subsequent moments in the history of qualitative research have involved questioning all these things. Their reading of history, then, is perhaps led by a particular ‘creation mythologizing’ agenda; things may not have been as extreme as they portray. One of Malinowski’s themes, in fact, was the time-boundedness of the cultures he studied, which he felt he was capturing in print before they changed. Some ethnography contributed to critiques of crudely imperialist mentalities. Nevertheless, the points made by Denzin and Lincoln convey features of early ethnography that are useful in understanding later developments, since the people leading these have often shared this reading of history. 

Ethnography as it developed in the discipline of sociology, most famously in the work of Chicago School ethnographers (see Chapter 4, 2nd edn), can similarly be understood as ‘othering’ members of the large, culturally diverse urban communities that had formed in American cities by the end of the nineteenth century. An important precursor to Chicago School ethnographies had been the work of W.E.B. Du Bois (see Chapter 29, 2nd edn), whose work in documenting the lives of the Philadelphia Negro population (Du Bois, 1899/1996) relied on large-scale survey and statistical work (see Chapter 8, 2nd edn) but is nevertheless commonly understood as an ‘ethnography’ in the original sense of that word, which is to map the characteristics of a nation or ethnic group. This work was profoundly influenced by a desire to contribute to the uplift of the Negro population by the surrounding Quaker community. As Vidich and Lyman (2000) observe, this study exhibits a ‘tone of noblesse oblige,’ a reminder of ‘the paternalistic benevolence underlying this first ethnographic study of a community’ (2000: 48). 

	Box 3 Finding a sponsor in fieldwork – an account by W.F. Whyte

[At first] I was completely baffled at the problem of finding my way into the district … I was still a stranger … In a sense, my study began on the evening of February 4, 1937, when the social worker called me in to meet Doc … I began by asking him if the social worker had told him about what I was trying to do. 

‘No, she just told me that you wanted to meet me and that I should like to meet you.’ 

Then I went into a long explanation … Doc heard me without any change of expression, so that I had no way of predicting his reaction. When I was finished, he asked: ‘Do you want to see the high life or the low life?’ 

‘I want to see all that I can. I want to get as complete a picture of the community as possible.’ 

‘Well, any nights you want to see anything. I’ll take you around. I can take you to the joints – gambling joints – I can take you around to the street corners. Just remember that you’re my friend. That’s all they need to know. I know these places, and, if I tell them that you’re my friend, nobody will bother you. You just tell me what you want to see, and we’ll arrange it.’ 
The proposal was so perfect that I was at a loss for a moment as to how to respond to it … that was our beginning. At the time I found it hard to believe that I could move in as easily as Doc had said with his sponsorship. But that indeed was the way it turned out. (Whyte, 1955: 289–93) 


Chicago School ethnography (see Chapter 4, 2nd edn) under Park and Burgess ditched an explicitly Christian mission while retaining a generally humanistic moral agenda. It used qualitative (and sometimes quantitative) methods to document the lives of a variety of (usually, but not always urban) social groups living in relative degrees of visibility from the vantage point of educated, mainstream American society. Perhaps the most famous of these studies was William Foote Whyte’s account of Street Corner Society (originally published in 1943). This was an account of Italian Americans in Boston, widely regarded as an exemplary application of qualitative method and, in particular, participant observation. In the ‘Methodological Appendix’to this book Whyte outlines in detail his journey into this field, emphasizing his initial innocence and eventual inclusion through the offices of his ‘sponsor’ Doc (see Box 3). As Geertz (1988) has observed, such accounts of entry into the field (Mead’s in Box 2 is another) have been an important way of persuading readers of the authenticity and exceptional insight of the reports that then emerge, convincing the reader of the claim to have ‘been there’. 

Early uses of the qualitative interview 

The identification of the ‘qualitative interview’ as a particular type only became necessary in postwar social research. Before the 1940s people just interviewed. Researchers were influenced by the examples of early survey researchers such as Booth (see Chapter 8, 2nd edn) whose interviewers had questioned proxy respondents about the circumstances of families living in particular streets rather than members of those families. They were also influenced by the kind of ‘case work’ information-gathering strategies employed by social workers with their clients. The self-completion questionnaire or the schedule of the census enumerator were perceived to be different exercises. It was only with the post-war development of the large scale survey involving sampling that the structured interview really began to develop as a separate mode of face-to-face questioning. 

A typical mode of interviewing on many social research projects in the United States or the UK in pre-war years, then, would have involved the researchers themselves, who would approach respondents on the basis of their being likely to know a lot about a particular area of life. The respondents might therefore be considered key informants or gatekeepers, rather than members of a sample representing some population. This is much the same way in which a journalist nowadays treats interviewing. Such key people were typically asked for their views in a manner that was relatively loosely structured, resulting in qualitative anecdotes and opinions summarized according to the developing research interests of the investigator. Frequently the interviewee would have been a person of higher social status than the investigator, so presentation of a loosely structured research agenda allowed the respondent a degree of freedom to raise topics of personal interest, appropriate for the requirements of conversational deference (see Platt, 2000 and the advice to interviewers in Box 4). 

Alternatively, informal interviews as a part of ethnographic investigations would be treated as conversations with a purpose – somewhat formal extensions of the kind of informal interactions that arose more naturally during fieldwork (Warren, 2002). Nowadays, the terms life history or case study might be used to describe such work (see Chapter 14, 2nd edn). Again, the interviewer would most likely have been the researcher, with questioning during the interview being informed by first hand knowledge of the underlying research questions. 

	Box 4 Advice to interviewers in 1929

‘An interview is made for the purpose of securing information … about the informant himself, or about other persons or undertakings that he knows or is interested in. The purpose may be to secure a life history, to corroborate evidence got from other sources, to secure … data which the informant possesses. [It] … may also be the means of enlisting the informant’s cooperation … in the investigation, or … advice … in the procedure to be followed … If the student is not acquainted with the informant, some method of introduction through a mutual acquaintance should be secured.’ (Odum and Jocher, 1929: 366–7) 


Developments in the survey field from the 1940s onwards meant that the approach to interviewing which until then had been predominant became separately identified as the ‘qualitative interview’, involving a different kind of knowledge and conception of the research subject from the ‘norm’ of scientific survey research. Although structured forms of interviewing arose in part from the demands for standardization of information for the purposes of statistical analysis (see Chapter 13, 2nd edn), in addition large-scale surveys required the employment of ‘hired hand’ interviewers. These people would not know much about the purpose of the investigation, so could not be relied upon to question respondents appropriately in a loosely structured ‘qualitative’ format. Thus the roots of the quantitative–qualitative divide which ran through methodological thinking in post-war years developed. 

Post-war developments 

The dominance of the social survey and quantitative work in social research during the 1950s meant that those employing qualitative methods, whose claims to legitimacy drew on a literary rather than a scientific tradition, frequently felt marginalized. If qualitative method had a place in the social survey it lay in preliminary developmental work for designing questionnaire items, or in the highly limited format of the occasional open-ended question within structured interview formats. Truly interpretive qualitative work had little to offer research funding bodies mesmerized by a scientific vision. 

This began to change with the development within sociological ethnography of a rhetoric of justification that addressed scientific concerns about rigour and proof and culminated in the writings of Glaser and Strauss (1967) on grounded theory (see Chapter 18, 2nd edn). A classic article here is Howard Becker’s ‘Problems of inference and proof in participant observation’ (1958), and the collection of his methodological writings (Becker 1970) encapsulate the spirit of this time, which Denzin and Lincoln (2000) call the modernist phase in the development of qualitative method. 

Becker’s ‘Problems of inference and proof’ pointed out, for the sake of those readers schooled in thinking about research problems from a hypothetico-deductive point of view, that participant observers do not just test hypotheses but discover them in the course of research. Having thus symbolically introduced the reader to what might have seemed a new way of thinking, Becker then addresses issues of truth and validity from a realist point of view, going so far as to recommend the use of quasi-statistics (a term taken from the writings of the leading social survey researcher of the time, Paul Lazarsfeld (Barton and Lazarsfeld, 1955)). Box 5 shows the relevant passage. 

In assessing the truth-value of participant observation data, Becker argues, the observer must be aware that people sometimes provide misleading stories, or behave in atypical ways, so that checking veracity must involve collecting many items of information and types of evidence if a generalization is to be adequately supported (this is reminiscent of the concept of triangulation – see Chapter 22, 2nd edn). The researcher should be aware of the reactive effect that his or her presence may have on people’s behaviour and seek to adopt an unobtrusive, non-directive role as far as possible in order to avoid this. Negative instances (or deviant cases) should be sought for in data collection and in sorting through collected data, so as to challenge and improve emerging theory (this concept is explained more fully in Chapter 7, 2nd edn). This rigorous, self-critical approach to inference and proof in qualitative work means that: 

the technique consists of more than merely immersing oneself in data and ‘having insights’. The discussion may also serve to [make] qualitative research … become more a ‘scientific’ and less an ‘artistic’ kind of endeavour. (Becker, 1970: 38) 

As grounded theory, which emerges from a very similar set of concerns, is treated at chapter length elsewhere in this book I will not discuss it fully here, except to say that the historical antecedents of this work should be appreciated, and can be elucidated by saying something about the personal biographies of the two key authors of grounded theory. While Strauss had worked closely with Becker on an ethnographic observational study of medical student culture (Becker et al., 1961), from which the ideas in ‘Problems of inference and proof’ were developed, Glaser had worked in Columbia University, an institution also associated with the development of the elaboration paradigm for the causal analysis of quantitative survey research data (see Chapter 25, 2nd edn). In important respects grounded theorizing shares common ground with this statistical approach: both, for example, stress the continual cycling back and forth between theory construction and examination of data. Both see data analysis as a matter of generating falsifiable theoretical arguments, whose complexity and scope develops through the discovery of negative evidence. 

In Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) periodization of the history of qualitative method the modernist phase began with Becker’s ‘Problems of inference and proof’ and ended with grounded theory, although they detect (as do I) a continuing interest in doing qualitative research using modernist principles in much present-day qualitative research practice. Indeed, the authors reviewed have continued to write influential texts on qualitative methods (Becker, 1998; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). Following the modernist phase, though, is what Denzin and Lincoln call the moment of blurred genres, which fell roughly between 1970 and 1986, in which arose methods influenced by a wide variety of philosophical positions, social theories and political views. These included, for example, feminist method, phenomenology, ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, critical and neo-Marxist perspectives. Structuralist and semiotic methods also began to influence researchers as the discipline of cultural studies grew in importance. Before exploring some of these, though – and they are all covered quite fully in other chapters in this book – it is instructive to examine what was happening to the qualitative interview during this period. 

The qualitative interview and the ‘interview society’ 

Silverman (1997) has argued that nowadays we live in an interview society, by which he means that interviews have become increasingly common in the kind of world we have been living in for the past 30–40 years or so and are central to the ways in which we make sense of our lives. Three conditions have led to this: 

1. Individual selves (rather than religious or collectivist ideologies) are seen as the appropriate sources of subjectivity. Psychology is thus used to ‘explain’ experience. 

2. A ‘technology of the confessional’ has arisen, whereby techniques for gathering personal narratives have become very widespread (for example, the ‘confession’ to a policeman, a priest, a psychotherapist, a journalist, a research interviewer). 

3. Everyone has become familiar with the aims and methods of the interview, so that they know the behaviour appropriate to both interviewer and interviewee (see Box 6 for an example of what happens when this familiarity is not established). 

	Box 5 Quasi statistics in participant observation

‘Participant observations have occasionally been gathered in standardized form capable of being transformed into legitimate statistical data. But the exigencies of the field usually prevent the collection of data in such a form as to meet the assumptions of statistical tests, so that the observer deals in what have been called “quasi

statistics”. His conclusions, while implicitly numerical, do not require precise quantification.’ (Becker, 1970: 31; first published 1958) 


	Box 6 An interview occurring outside the ‘Interview society’

Evans-Pritchard (1940) presents this extract from his fieldwork with Nuer people in southern Sudan to demonstrate his difficulties in gaining information by the interview method: 

I:
Who are you? 

Cuol:
A man. 

I:
What is your name? 

Cuol:
Do you want to know my name? 

I:
Yes.

Cuol:
You want to know my name? 

I:
Yes, you have come to visit me in my tent and I would like to know who you are. 

Cuol:
All right. I am Cuol. What is your name? 

I:
My name is Pritchard. 

Cuol:
What is your father’s name? 

I:
My father’s name is also Pritchard.

Cuol:
No, that cannot be true. You cannot have the same name as your father. 

I:
It is the name of my lineage. What is the name of your lineage?

Cuol:
Do you want to know the name of my lineage? 

I:
Yes. 

Cuol:
What will you do with it if I tell you? Will you take it to your country? 

I:
I don’t want to do anything with it. I just want to know it since I am living at your camp.

Cuol:
Oh, well, we are Lou. 

I:
I did not ask you the name of your tribe. I know that. I am asking you the name of your lineage. 

Cuol:
Why do you want to know the name of my lineage? 

I:
I don’t want to know it. 

Cuol:
Then why do you ask me for it? Give me some tobacco. 

(Source: Evans-Pritchard, 1940: 12–13) 


From the late 1960s, when there were widespread social upheavals in the United States, Britain and other ‘Western’ countries where social research is commonly done, a particular form of qualitative interviewing emerged that was in tune with the spirit of the times. This spirit involved an intense celebration of individualism, often with a highly romantic tinge; young people in particular sought more authentic, self-fulfilling lives and there was a widespread sense of rebellion against established authority and life-plans based on obligation, duty and tradition. Science and rationality were associated with authority and control; instead, aesthetic experience, emotionality and personal freedom were embraced. At the same time an egalitarian ethic spread, based on a perception of a common humanity that levelled people previously perceived to be naturally occupying positions in what came to be seen as unequal, hierarchical social relations. 

Developments in social research methodology reflected these currents in wider society and ‘qualitative research’ became the banner headline and social movement to which I referred at the outset of this chapter. A concomitant distrust and stigmatization of quantitative work developed as this became associated with excessive rationality, control and hierarchy. The qualitative interview was a key symbol here, becoming a vehicle for social researchers to participate in the more general romantic celebrations of individualism and attempts to erase inequality and difference. 

Box 7 contains a quotation from a textbook that reflects such a version of qualitative interviewing. Note that this comes from a book published in the early 1980s; methodology textbooks are often a little ‘behind the times’. Also, methodological fashions rarely completely die out: the conception of qualitative interviewing reflected in Taylor and Bogdan’s book has currency for many contemporary researchers, in much the same way as modernist versions of qualitative research remain attractive to numerous research practitioners in spite of attempts by new ‘fashion leaders’ to move things on (see Box 6 in Chapter 18, 2nd edn). 

The Taylor and Bogdan quote can be analysed now from a discourse analytic point of view (see Chapter 27, 2nd edn) as a very particular rhetorical construction of its subject, done in part by ‘othering’ alternative modes of doing research. The ‘robotlike data collector’ is imagined,presented as a person who is not only inflexible, ‘formal’ and static (as opposed to the ‘flexible’, ‘dynamic’ and informal qualitative interviewer), but one who imagines that he or she is simply the user of a ‘tool’, ‘schedule’ or ‘protocol’ that is external to themselves. The qualitative interviewer is both egalitarian and understanding, concerned to elicit the unique perspective that each person is imagined to possess. The identification of a person (the qualitative researcher) as being themselves ‘the research tool’ is designed to disrupt the expectations of the reader (after all, ‘tools’ are not ‘people’ but ‘things’) and impress a new wisdom. Wisdom, too, is evoked in the final sentence which is deliberately reminiscent of Zen or other ‘Eastern’ philosophies of life that became popular alternatives to Western rationality in the 1970s. 

Silenced in this discourse on the qualitative interview is recognition that post-war concern with democratic and egalitarian values was in fact attached to ideals of progress through the application of rationality and science. The development of the Welfare State and the National Health Service in Britain was a realization of this. Yet in this extract these have become ideologically separated, indeed constructed as antagonistic to one another. Additionally, appreciation of the ingenuity, creativity and rigour that the survey research tradition had developed in relation to question wording and technique as well as the commitment of many survey researchers to the complex business of learning how to ask good questions is suppressed through a process of stigmatization. 

Feminist researchers such as Oakley (1981) participated in developing romantic visions of qualitative interviewing, attaching the humanistic interest in subjectivity and the interviewee’s right to be heard to a more explicitly political agenda (see Chapter 14, 2nd edn for further discussion of this). Qualitative interviews were advocated as giving voice to otherwise silenced groups (such as women) and for a while became a preferred method for many feminist researchers. The qualitative approach, as Reinharz (1992) has pointed out, ‘is an antidote to centuries of ignoring women’s ideas altogether or having men speak for women’ (1992: 19). 

Toplcallzing the interview

At the same time as romantic impulses were gathering pace, though, an alternative perspective on the analysis of talk was developing from the viewpoint of ethnomethodology and conversation analysis (see Chapter 28, 2nd edn). This qualitative method initially took as its object of inquiry talk occurring in a variety of settings, including phone conversations, courtrooms, medical consultations, news interviews and the like. It was made possible by the technological development of the portable cassette tape recorder which enabled close transcripts to be made and examined in detail. The emphasis here was on analysing the co-construction of meaning in talk, so that the world that speakers referred to (what they had seen, what they had experienced, their inner lives) was treated as being of secondary importance to the worlds, or versions of the world constructed in interaction. When eventually applied to interview material (for example, Antaki and Rapley, 1996; Holstein and Gubrium, 1995), this approach treated the interview as a site for the observation of behaviour. Thus the interview occasion was a topic in its own right, rather than a resource for discovering and authenticating things occurring outside the interview (as the romantic version had treated it). For this reason, for example, ethnomethodologists and feminist social researchers often parted company. (In later years, these fixed positions have been loosened: Oakley (1989) has rediscovered the value of quantitative, scientific method; feminists have found it possible to explore their concerns through conversation analysis (Kitzinger 2000).) 

	Box 7 A romantic conception of the qualitative interview

‘In stark contrast to structured interviewing qualitative interviewing is flexible and dynamic … By in-depth qualitative interviewing we mean repeated face-to-face encounters between the researcher and informants directed towards understanding informants’ perspectives on their lives, experiences or situations as expressed in their own words. The in-depth interview is modeled after a conversation between equals, rather than a formal questionand-answer exchange. Far from being a robotlike data collector, the interviewer, not an interview schedule or protocol, is the research tool. The role entails not merely obtaining answers, but learning what questions to ask and how to ask them.’ (Taylor and Bogdan, 1984: 77) 


Ethnomethodology (which began in the work of Harold Garfinkel in the 1960s – see Chapter 4, 2nd edn) developed a research programme and approach that was rigorously empirical, scientific and observational, distinguishing fact from value and committed to producing single, authoritative readings of social reality. In these respects (though on many other points there were differences) ethnomethodologists shared much with the ‘positivist’ quantitative research practice that the qualitative alternative aspired to replace. Yet feminist and other politically informed research practice, conversation analysis, humanistic interviewing, action research, naturalistic ethnography and other approaches developed and flourished together from the late 1960s into the 1970s and beyond. Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) characterization of this period as being one of blurred genres is designed to convey the diversity and sometimes irresolvable differences that arose between different modes of qualitative research during this period. The term also refers to the blurring of boundaries that all of this involved between scientific and literary traditions. 

The rise of constructionism 

Gathering pace in the 1980s, but only really developing fully in the 1990s and beyond, social and cultural research practice influenced by constructionist epistemologies (see Chapter 4, 2nd edn) represents a fourth important phase in the development of qualitative research in Anglophone countries (though not necessarily elsewhere, for which see below). These perspectives took as their starting point the philosophical view that all knowledge – not just that of research participants – is socially constructed. That is to say, research reports themselves are particular versions, constructing realities that, if another person had written the report, might have been very different. Considerable attention was paid to the role of researchers themselves in creating knowledge, therefore, both in the decisions made about what questions to ask and how to ask them and in the writing of research reports themselves. Auto-ethnography developed, in which researchers used their own experiences and responses to events as sources of evidence about social processes. The social construction of knowledge was also recognized as having a political aspect, reflecting power relations, for example between Western or white or middle-class or male researchers and the ‘researched’. Chapter 3, 2nd edn outlines some implications for researchers of these considerations. Denzin and Linclon term this fourth ‘moment’ in the history of qualitative research the crisis of representation. 
Perhaps the single most important work heralding the shift towards more exclusively constructionist perspectives on research practice was the collection of writings edited by Clifford and Marcus (1986) called Writing Culture. In one piece within this collection, for example, a contributor (Tyler, 1986) puts forward a radical vision of his position in relation to traditional ethnography, arguing that science is now an archaic mode of consciousness which has not led to successful universal laws. The postmodern ethnography that he now aspires to produce would involve cooperatively evolved text, a pastiche of fragments of discourse allowing both reader and writer a fantasy of possible worlds, in the manner of some poetry. The experience of reading such texts, claims Tyler, should transport people into a sacred world, allowing them to return to the everyday world with refreshed visions. Polyphony and dialogue are the ideals, with problematic status accorded to the voice of the author. Ethnographic discourse ‘evokes’ rather than ‘re-presents’. The old scientific rhetoric, using words like ‘objects’, ‘facts’, descriptions’, ‘inductions’, generalization’, ‘verification’, ‘experimentation’and ‘truth’can now be substituted with a vision of writing as a magical act, where there is no consensus, only fragmentation. 

This spirit resulted, for some but by no means all of the qualitative research community, in the production of a variety of experimental texts. These included the use of drama and poetry (see Box 8) to present the ‘results’ of research, or attempts to delete the ‘presence of the author’ by presenting relatively unedited passages of talk from interviewees with little or no accompanying commentary. 

Less radically, Fontana (2002) summarizes postmodern approaches to interviewing in a way that encapsulates a range of contemporary qualitative research sensibilities (Box 9). Note that many of the items on Fontana’s list express concerns similar to those current in the 1970s, even down to the ritualized ‘othering’ of survey interviewing in item 4, where the ‘faceless number’ image might be compared with Taylor and Bogdan’s ‘robotlike’ (see Box 7). The concern with representation (item 3), with new modes of reporting (item 6) and with the context of electronic media (item 7) are, however, new developments. 

Writing a history 

It is a commonplace amongst professional historians that the form a historical account takes will be influenced by – and to some extent will ‘construct’ – present-day concerns. Another, cruder way of putting this is that all history is biased by the point of view of the historian. There is no doubt that the history of qualitative method that I am writing here is influenced by my personal methodological experience and preferences. It is instructive to reflect a little on the version of history presented in the highly influential Handbook of Qualitative Research (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000), on which I have drawn to some extent in forming the account given here. This book ambitiously attempts to set new directions for qualitative research and it does so at least in part by presenting a progress narrative in which the author’s own preferred direction influences their presentation of the history of qualitative method. 

	Box 8 An example of experimental writing

Richardson (1997) presented the ‘result’ of interviewing a middle-aged woman as a piece of poetry, an extract of which is: 

So, the Doctor said, ‘You’re pregnant,’ I was 41. John and I 
had had a happy kind of relationship,
not a serious one. 
But beside himself with fear and anger, 
awful, rageful, vengeful, horrid, 
Jody May’s father said, 
‘Get an abortion.’ 

I told him, 
‘I would never marry you. 
I would never marry you. 
I would never.’ 

(Source: Richardson 1997: 133) 


	Box 9 Postmodern sensibilities and Interviewing

1 The boundaries between, and respective roles, of interviewer and interviewee have become blurred as the traditional relationship between the two is no longer seen as natural. 

2 New forms of communication in interviewing are being used, as interviewer and respondent(s) collaborate together in constructing their narratives. 

3 Interviewers have become more concerned about issues of representation, seriously engaging questions such as, Whose story are we telling and for what purpose? 

4 The authority of the researcher qua interviewer but also qua writer comes under scrutiny. Respondents are no longer seen as faceless numbers whose opinions we process completely on our own terms. Consequently, there is increasing concern with the respondents’ own understanding as he or she frames and represents an ‘opinion’. 

5 Traditional patriarchal relations in interviewing are being criticized, and ways to make formerly unarticulated voices audible are now centre stage. 

6 The forms used to report findings are now hugely expanded. As boundaries separating disciplines collapse, modes of expression from literature, poetry and drama are being applied. 

7 The topic of inquiry – interviewing – has expanded to encompass the cinematic and the televisual. Electronic media are increasingly accepted as a resource in interviews, with growing use of e-mail, Internet chat rooms, and other electronic modes of communication. 

(Source: adapted from Fontana, 2002: 162–3) 


This is particularly evident in considering the use of the moments device to summarize historical periods (Box 10). In a first edition of the Handbook (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994) only the first five were identified. Note how the more recent ‘moments’ occupy far shorter periods than the earlier ones. An impression of developments gathering pace is thereby created. 

The moments device itself creates an idea of linear development in which each successive phase replaces the previous one. Denzin and Lincoln try to address this by pointing out that traces of earlier moments may persist in contemporary research practice, but it is instructive to consider what might have happened had they chosen a less linear model around which to arrange their history and instead opted for a centrifugal model, in which a central dominant orthodoxy persisted at all periods of time. This dominant orthodoxy at the centre would have involved a broadly realist research practice, addressing some of the issues important in the scientific tradition of social research which ‘qualitative’ researchers share with their ‘quantitative’ counterparts, as well as drawing on strengths in the tradition of literary scholarship particularly appropriate to interpretive work. With a centrifugal rather than linear model, the diversity, creativity and subtlety of work done at chronologically earlier times might then have been less subject to the stigmatizing ‘othering’ implied by being out of fashion. Practising researchers might then have been more free to learn from the example of the past rather than imagining that only the new is good. This might have placed chronologically recent developments like experimental writing and radically political versions of qualitative research practice towards the outer edge of a spinning wheel, a less comfortable place to be than a vanguard position at the head of a linear, progressive social movement. 

	Box 10 Denzin and Lincoln’s (2000) seven ‘moments’

1 Traditional period (1900–50) 

2 Modernist phase (1950–70) 

3 Blurred genres (1970–86) 

4 Crisis of representation (1986–90) 

5 Triple crisis (1990–95) 

6 Post-experimental (1995–2000) 

7 The future 


Other developments 

The metaphor of a centrifuge or spinning wheel, rather than a linear development of ‘moments’, allows us, too, to understand the place of some important recent developments in qualitative research practice that do not come at the ‘right’ time for a linear version of history. Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis, for example, became popular from the mid-1980s onwards as researchers increasingly found personal computers were within their budgets (Fielding and Lee, 1991). These developments were associated initially with the continuing popularity of (modernist moment) grounded theorizing. John Seidel’s software program. The Ethnograph was a pioneer here. Now in its fifth release, this program was based on a simple code-and-retrieve logic (see Chapter 23, 2nd edn) and proved immensely popular in the 1980s because it automated many of the tasks qualitative data analysts had had to do laboriously by hand. Later software (NUD*IST, ATLAS.ti, NVivo, for example) developed capacities beyond those of coding and retrieval to incorporate a greater variety of analytic practices. While the image of computers may, for some, provoke thoughts of science and rationality – matters which, as we have seen, certain romantic impulses within the qualitative research community have at times rejected – in fact, these programs have proved useful in doing research from a variety of analytic viewpoints and epistemological positions. They are, after all, basically electronic filing cabinets or card indexes and these are devices which scholars from many traditions have long found useful. 

Conversation analysis, as has already been noted, is significantly out of step with postmodern and constructivist sensibilities, yet it has thrived as a subgenre within qualitative research throughout the 1980s, 1990s and beyond. More recent developments that have been transforming qualitative research practice in recent years include the increasingly widespread use of focus groups (see Chapter 15, 2nd edn). These herald a new spirit of cooperation between academic social researchers and market researchers, who have long used this method (Ereaut, 2004) within a commercial environment. Focus groups at least in part replace the reliance of policy makers on gauging public opinion via large-scale surveys of opinion polling, suggesting some shift of balance from quantitative to qualitative. 

Other developments worth mentioning are the growth in qualitative data archiving (see Chapters 19 and 26, 2nd edn), the accessibility of which has been enhanced by the possibility of remote access across the Internet and the increasing tendency for transcripts to be stored in electronic form. Like the portable cassette recorder in the 1970s and the dissemination of the personal computer in the 1980s, the growth of email- and Internet-based research (Chapter 21, 2nd edn) seems set to transform certain qualitative research practices in the future, examples of technology-driven (rather than theoretically conceived) methodological development. 

Finally, from the 1980s on, as appreciation of the rich variety and strength of qualitative perspectives developed, it became less necessary to actively maintain the qualitative creation myth so important to the Romantics of the 1960s and 1970s. This led to active attempts to deconstruct the qualitative–quantitative divide and to promote mixed methodological practice (Bryman, 1988; Brannen, 1992b; see also Chapter 22, 2nd edn). While this form of research practice still has some way to go before the prejudices and stereotypes of earlier generations can be fully overcome, it suggests that the future of qualitative social research lies not in some seventh ‘moment’ in qualitative research, but in renaming ‘qualitative research’ as ‘research’. 

Anglo-American dominance
Pertti Alasuutari, a Finnish qualitative research practitioner, reports the anecdote in Box 11 from when he prepared an English language edition of his textbook Researching Culture: Qualitative Method and Cultural Studies (Alasuutari, 1996) 

Alasuutari goes on to observe that this is partly because English has increasingly become the international language and partly because the economics of textbook marketing include the simple fact that the United States is the biggest single market for academic books. Additionally, social science writers – even when writing in languages other than English – make an automatic assumption of familiarity with American and British places, personalities and popular events, whereas the same things in other countries are not assumed to be internationally as well known. This reflects the general promulgation of these in international media. This means that researchers working outside the English-speaking centre have to see their own practice as if it were on the periphery. One thing that this has led to, in Alasuutari’s view, has been the representation of the preferences of a very small, ‘practically all-American’ group of qualitative researchers as if it were the cutting edge, through such mechanisms as the Denzin and Lincoln (2000) Handbook. 
Uwe Flick (1998) points out the problems that this then creates for non-English traditions. Describing the German qualitative research experience, he points out that in the early 1970s German researchers drew heavily – indeed ‘imported’ – many of the ideas and methods of American research practice. From the late 1970s onwards, though, German researchers diverged, producing work that was methodologically original along different lines from the Anglo-American stream. In particular the narrative interview (Schütze, 1977) and objective hermeneutics (Oevermann et al., 1979) were developed, influencing a generation of German qualitative researchers, most of whom published their work in German. Writers like Alasuutari and Flick represent the exception rather than the rule, in that they both read and write in English as well as their own languages. One future for qualitative research may be the further development of productive communication between English- and non-English-speaking traditions. 

	Box 11 Illustration of Anglo-American dominance

‘My publisher expressed a concern about the fact that in the book, there were plenty of references to studies that had been published in Finnish: 

At a basic level, the proportion of Finnish work cited in the text will not be helpful to British, American or other readers, to whom this literature will not be readily available or familiar … Would it be possible to rework the text as you go along so that references of this kind are replaced by references to examples which are fairly well-known in the English language literature? I am not asking you to completely empty the text of any Finnish connection, but to ensure that the overall balance makes the English language reader feel at ease with the presentation. 

‘The request was quite understandable, and I did change several research examples into work that had appeared in “internationally” published books or journals. In some cases, having to build my point around a new research example probably did good to the text, in some other cases I was not pleased with the quality of research I found and thought that that the original research example was better and more interesting. Yet I grudgingly had to promote a piece of research basically only because it had been published in English.’ (Alasuutari, 2004) 


Conclusion 

Qualitative research, like quantitative research, has a rich and varied history. This chapter has sought to indicate something of the diversity of qualitative research practice, showing that methodological principles and prescriptions, as well as research techniques, arise from human activity and social relations as much as any other area of knowledge. They were not handed down from on high, but were invented by people, the product of personal and political struggles over ideas, signs of their times. One of the points I have emphasized is that an historical account is inevitably partial, and this one is no exception. In particular, linear progress narratives may be unhelpful ways of writing histories. This chapter will, I hope, contribute towards a deeper understanding of the historical roots of the particular social practices we choose to call ‘methods’. 

Further reading 

Apart from the accounts given by authors drawn upon for this chapter (for example, Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Atkinson et al., 2001) the following recommendations can be made. Abrams et al. (1981) contains several readings about the history of qualitative method in Britain before 1980. Platt (1996) provides a history of sociological methods in America before 1960. Seale et al. (2004) provide an edited collection of a full range of qualitative research practice, including many authors drawn from outside the Anglo-American circuit. Seale (2004a) presents a book of classic readings taken from the history of both quantitative and qualitative research. 
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