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METHODS 

Subjectivity and Reflexivity in Qualitative Research –  
A New FQS Issue1 

Katja Mruck / Franz Breuer∗  

Abstract: By publishing two FQS issues on “Subjectivity 
and Reflexivity in Qualitative Research”, we address a topic 
that is central for modern science. On the one hand, there 
are many demands from philosophy of science and there are 
numerous methods that aim at eliminating researchers' im-
pact on the research process except in controlled treatments. 
On the other hand, the insight spread that researchers, in 
continuously interacting with those being researched, inevi-
tably influence and structure research processes and their 
outcomes – through their personal and professional charac-
teristics, by leaning on theories and methods available at a 
special time and place in their (sub-) cultures, disciplines 
and nations. This is especially (but not exclusively) true for 
qualitative research, because qualitative methods are less 
structured than quantitative methods, and qualitative re-
searchers interact for most part very closely with research 
participants in their respective research fields. 

                                                           
1  We thank Wolff-Michael ROTH for co-editing the special issues and for his help with the 

translation of this text. 
∗   Address all communications to: Katja Mruck, FQS / qualitative-research.net, Free Univer-

sity of Berlin, FB 12, WE 09, Habelschwerdter Allee 45, 14195 Berlin, Germany; Phone: 
+49 (0)30 838 - 55 725; E-mail: mruck@zedat.fu-berlin.de; Franz Breuer, Universität Mün-
ster, Psychologisches Institut III, Fliednerstr. 21, 48149 Münster, Germany; Phone: +49 
(0)251 - 833 4160; E-mail: breuerf@uni-muenster.de; 

 URL: http://www.psy.uni-muenster.de/inst3/AEBreuer/startseite. htm. 
  First published: Mruck, Katja & Breuer, Franz (2003, May). Subjectivity and Reflexivity in 

Qualitative Research – The FQS Issues [30 paragraphs]. Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung 
/ Forum: Qualitative Social Research [Online Journal], 4(2). Available at: http://www.  
qualitative-research.net/fqs-texte/2-03/2-03intro-1-e.htm. 
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Are there any ways out of the dilemma between the hope of 
arriving at non-contaminated, valid, and reliable knowledge, 
on the one hand, and the threat of collecting trivial data, 
producing (unintentionally) autobiographies, or repeating 
the same cultural prejudices prominent at a time or place, on 
the other hand? The articles that we introduce here attempt 
to give some (often provisional) answers: by discussing 
more principally the relevance of subjectivity and reflexiv-
ity in and to the process of scientific knowledge construc-
tion and by offering possible theoretical frameworks; by ex-
amining the research process, using own empirical exam-
ples to show in which way (sub-) cultural, social, profes-
sional, biographical, and personal characteristics influence 
what is perceived, interpreted and published; and by provid-
ing tools that can be used to highlight subjectivity in the re-
search process in order to achieve new levels of understand-
ing through reflexivity. We published the FQS 3(3) and 
FQS 4(2) issues in the hope that they contribute to open up. 

1. How the Issues Came to Be 
Addressing subjectivity and reflexivity appears to be a rather ambiguous task 
especially when we consider our experience of working on the FQS issues. On 
the one hand, we experienced fears (also within the editorial team) that work-
ing on this topic may damage one’s reputation as a scientist: Talking about 
oneself may appear indecent and self-aggrandizing unless one belongs to a 
science studies discipline. Additionally, the messenger may be called to ac-
count for the message – the message being that (social) sciences are inherently 
structured by historical, local, social and personal characteristics of those in-
volved in them. On the other hand, the feedback we received after our call for 
papers on “Subjectivity and Reflexivity in Qualitative Research” (November 
2001) was immense: Apart from the proposals already mentioned in FQS 3(3) 
(see BREUER, MRUCK & ROTH, 2002) others were submitted with some 
delay. All in all, we received and evaluated more than 130 abstracts. Our early 
impression was that most submitters were rather “young”, that is, still engaged 
in the process of establishing themselves in the social sciences, possessing a 
limited number of scientific routines and skills, struggling for the integration of 
being an individual and a researcher.2  

                                                           
2  This early impression had to be reconsidered at least for the texts that are published in this 

issue. The authors are at different stages in their careers: In addition to novices, who have 
just started to work on their scientific reputation, there are senior researchers, who have 
been working in the field for a very long time, and finally, there are researchers, who con-
tributed a great deal to qualitative research and are internationally acknowledged. 
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After reading and reviewing the submitted abstracts, we selected about 70 
abstracts that promised to be especially interesting in regard to our topic and 
invited the authors to provide us with full texts. Since a more rigorous selection 
would not have been adequately possible only on the base of short summaries, 
we decided to go with a larger number of authors and to accompany the more 
inexperienced authors in the process of producing their texts. Additionally, in 
the face of the number of potential contributions, we split the planned special 
issue into two parts: Including all contributions in one issue would have been 
impossible given the demands of the reviewing and publishing process.  

Ultimately we published a total of 32 contributions, which appeared as is-
sues FQS 3(3) and FQS 4(2). The obvious decrease in the number of contribu-
tions was due to different reasons: Some texts were not completed on time, 
some did not pass the peer review process despite our support, and some were 
asked to resubmit for publication as single contributions apart from the FQS 
issues on “Subjectivity and Reflexivity in Qualitative Research” (especially 
those that did not squarely address our theme).  

In summary, we feel that the interest in participating and contributing had 
been greater for many authors than what they could accomplish under the given 
conditions. One important criterion was that the authors not limit their writing 
to programmatic statements about the relevance of subjectivity and reflexivity 
to the qualitative research process, but also provide empirically grounded evi-
dence and examples of the way in which subjectivity influences the research 
process and to reflect on how these influences could be used as a tool to im-
prove the quality of knowledge.  

2. About the Difficulty to Talk About Ourselves  
Why is it so difficult to talk about ourselves and our presuppositions, choices, 
experiences, and actions during the research process in a sufficiently precise 
way so that it allows others to follow what we mean and did? In part, it is so 
difficult because the demand to exclude the researcher’s subjectivity (and to 
include only what seems to be methodically controllable as a treatment) is one 
of the most important imperatives of the modern science. This imperative has 
been cultured by methodological prescriptions and has been realized by various 
methodological procedures. It is secured by the ways in which research projects 
are evaluated and funded, and it touches our hearts, minds and bodies in a very 
basic way. Francis BACON formulated “de nobis ipsis silemus [we are silent 
concerning ourselves]” programmatically in his Novum Organum, first pub-
lished in 1620.3 This “pledge of secrecy” was passed on by KANT, who used 
this particular citation to open his „Kritik der reinen Vernunft [Critique of Pure 
                                                           
3  See also the contributions, published in this issue and belonging to the FQS Debate Doing 

Successful Research in the Social Sciences – Ethnography of the Career Politics of an Oc-
cupational Group, especially the one of Günter BURKART. 
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Reason]“, published in 1781, to REICHENBACH (1970), who distinguished 
the “context of discovery” from the “context of justification” in the philosophy 
of science. The everyday scientific life it reached with POPPER's (1984) 
“Logik der Forschung [The Logic of Scientific Discovery]” – POPPER under-
scored the necessity and possibility of objective scientific knowledge, a form of 
knowledge that is created but not contaminated by subjects. Many objections 
had been raised since then against the idea of constructing objective knowl-
edge. More recent methodological frameworks prefer to use terms like “logic” 
in the plural form, and the post-KUHNIAN reflexive sciences were concerned 
with the “Entzauberung der Wissenschaft [demystification of science]” 
(BONSS & HARTMANN 1985) and with the psycho- and socio-“logic” of 
research. Furthermore, some explicitly pledge for the re-introduction of sub-
jects into the sciences – we are talking about ourselves” (e.g. RAUSCHEN-
BACH 1996). But this plea was predominantly a programmatic one, which is 
also apparent in the field of qualitative research, where “the phantom of undis-
turbed research settings is persisting: in the case of research practice by ne-
glecting the researchers' involvement in the research process and its products 
(naturalism of qualitative research practices), and for qualitative methodologies 
that ignore their own contingency (naturalism of qualitative research method-
ologies)” (MRUCK & MEY 1996b, pp.4f; our translation).  

Why is it necessary to talk about ourselves and our presuppositions, choices, 
experiences, and actions during the research process in a sufficiently precise 
way so that it allows others to follow what we mean and did? It is necessary 
because without such reflection the outcomes of the research process are re-
garded as “characteristics of objects”, as “existing realities”, despite their con-
structed nature that originates in the various choices and decisions researchers 
undertake during the process of researching.4 

At the beginning of the research process we find a researcher interested in 
learning something about an object or a phenomenon, or (s)he tries – depend-
ing on his or her epistemological point of view – to verify or falsify existing 
knowledge. In doing this, hardly any researcher begins with a personal question 
(though in a way they might do, usually without expressing or knowing it): 
Posing a research question in many ways is influenced by what – at a special 
time or place, and belonging to a special (scientific) context – is regarded to be 
meaningful and appropriate. A problem, which necessarily occurs if one tries to 
formulate a research question is, that whatever should be researched must be 
named, independent of whether the researchers are concerned with the structure 
of a substance or its response in relation to other substances, if they are doing 
research on human cognition, if they are interested in the characteristics of a (in 
terms of time or location familiar or unfamiliar) culture, in a specific disease 
etc. Thus, a psychologist interested in cognition presupposes that cognition 

                                                           
4  The following is a brief, revised excerpt from MRUCK 1999, pp.3ff. 
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“exists” or that it is possible to differentiate cognition from, for example, emo-
tion or action.  

In the first step, researchers choose the research object based on what is ac-
ceptable to them, their discipline, and the zeitgeist. This choice is an active and 
therefore constructive process. Once researchers have decided on the nature of 
their research object, they have to choose – and most times the choice has 
already been made on personal or disciplinary grounds – what “data” should be 
collected and what methods should be used. Here, too, person, discipline, loca-
tion and time of choice have a non-negligible impact on what counts or what 
ought to count as answerable – this impact exists despite the scientific construct 
of the appropriateness of the research method to research object.  

To choose a method for data collection fixes “possible interactions with the 
phenomenon under consideration” (BREUER 1996a, p.9; our translation), 
while others are excluded. It is a researcher, a subject, who enters into a spe-
cific relation with the research object, another subject or phenomenon. (On the 
relation of researchers as subject and their research object see also ROTH & 
BREUER, this issue.) The concrete design of this interaction determines, what 
kind of data – after additional transformations (often data input in a computer 
program in quantitative research or transcription of audio recordings in qualita-
tive research) – are the starting point for data analyses. These data are “in prin-
ciple interactive, social, sub/cultural, situated, and contextual 'constructions' by 
all persons involved” (BREUER 1996b, p.16) – in the social sciences research-
ers and participants who actively construct these data, relying on the scientific 
and everyday life resources and routines available and meaningful to them. At 
the end of this process we find scientific facts that are thought to be and treated 
and described as characteristics of an object or as “existing” (social) reality. 
And although many qualitative researchers now acknowledge that scientific 
results are dependant on the specific conditions of location and time and con-
tingent on the specific persons involved, the (inter-) subjective modes of con-
structing knowledge are hardly ever discussed publicly as the outcome of re-
search. Even in many empirical studies, by explicitly taking constructionist 
perspectives, the researcher – inter-acting, choosing, pre-supposing, sympa-
thetic – becomes invisible in favor of mirroring “the other”, the object, the 
phenomenon. Once again, research results resemble photographs that appar-
ently need neither camera nor photographer to exist. 

So why should we talk about ourselves? The French ethnopsychoanalyst 
Georges DEVEREUX gave an initial and a radical answer to this question: 
“The behavioral scientist should not ignore the interaction between the object 
and the observer, hoping, that in time this interaction would fade away, if [s]he 
for a sufficiently long time continued to act as if such an interaction did not 
take place. Refusing to look for ways to creatively interpret this we will end 
with collections of more and more meaningless, increasingly segmented, pe-
ripheral and even trivial data ... Researchers should stop exclusively underlin-
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ing treatment and manipulation of the object. Instead, they should simultane-
ously and some times exclusively reflect and understand their role as observ-
ers.” (1967, pp.19f; our translation) 

3. Trying to Talk About Ourselves: The Structure of the Special 
Issues  

What is the researchers’ impact on the research process, what kind of stimulus 
(DEVEREUX) do they constitute for research participants, which interactions 
take place between the researcher and the research participants and what is 
their outcome? In which way do the theories, presuppositions, and the rituals of 
scientific communities influence the research process? What does it mean to 
use subjectivity as an important inroad to understanding and constructing 
knowledge? Is there a communicable trajectory from personal experiences via 
understanding “the other” to creating scientific knowledge about an object or 
phenomenon? What is “recognizable and reportable following the [methodical] 
interactions that had been chosen” (BREUER 1996a, p.9)? Given that knowl-
edge is constructed through various decisions and interactions in the research 
process, are statements about an object or its characteristics justified? How is 
this made possible and under what constraints? What are the consequences if 
instead of one researcher a research team is involved in the research process – 
how do other researchers perceive what is going on e.g. in an interview or in a 
specific research field, when they interact within the field in different ways, 
coming to different conclusions, while interpreting the same data? And in what 
way could/should knowledge construction processes be presented and dis-
cussed in research reports?  

The contributions, collected in the two FQS issues on “Subjectivity and Re-
flexivity in Qualitative Research” try to answer at least some of these ques-
tions. To provide a structure we categorized the contributions into three main 
areas: foundational considerations and theoretical frameworks (3.1), the quali-
tative research process (3.2), and tools to uncover and reflect on the subjective 
nature of knowledge production in the qualitative research process (3.3). (See 
BREUER, MRUCK & ROTH 2002.)  

3.1 Foundational considerations and theoretical frameworks  

The articles under this heading deal with the question whether it is possible to 
describe the relevance of subjectivity and reflexivity in knowledge construction 
in more general terms – particularly with respect to methodology and methods 
of qualitative research. Do subjectivity and reflexivity call into question the 
possibility of constructing valid scientific knowledge? What are the conse-
quences of taking into account subjectivity and reflexivity for methodology and 
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research methods, scientific discourse, etc. Finally, are there theories that are 
suited for framing such a perspective?  

Mary HANRAHAN problematizes the body-mind distinction, central for the 
Western cultural and scientific thinking. Based on her own research project the 
author makes some suggestions to overcome this distinction in favor of a bio-
social system model, and she discusses possible consequences and implications 
of this model for research methodology and academic writing.  

Against a postmodern conceptualization of the subject-object relation and 
against mere “impressionistic” procedures and reports, Carl RATNER claims 
that qualitative methods help to derive objective meanings in psychology. Also 
critical – in her case on some misunderstandings of epistemological construc-
tionism and their methodological consequences – is Tarja KNUUTTILA: Rela-
tive to science and technology studies where the debate originated, she points 
out an ambiguity of a perspective that postulates with an authoritative impetus 
the local and contingent “nature” of knowledge.  

Three further articles provide theories as frameworks to solve the “subjec-
tivity problem”. For the field of international relations Xavier GUILLAUME 
suggests a dialogical perspective (inspired by BAKHTIN) as a means to ade-
quately conceptualize the relation between the “cognisant and cognized sub-
jects”. Referring to one of his own psychological studies Gavin B. SULLIVAN 
discusses how the later philosophy of WITTGENSTEIN may help to reflect the 
consequences of subjectivity for the research process and its results. Johnna 
HASKELL, Warren LINDS and John IPPOLITO use MERLEAU-PONTY’s 
concept of embodied action to unfold their idea of using subjectivity and re-
flexivity in the qualitative research process. They demonstrate their own ap-
proach and the central role of ethics with examples from drama workshops, and 
from second language acquisition environments.  

Both Paul ten HAVE’s and Thilo WEBER’s articles are grounded in an eth-
nomethodological framework. While ten HAVE – referring especially to 
GARFINKEL and SACKS – discusses the tension between “subjectivity” and 
“objectivity” along the category of “membership knowledge” and the possible 
use of this knowledge both as an implicit resource and as an explicit topic for 
analysis, WEBER deals with the ethnomethodological conversation analysis as 
represented and advocated by SCHEGLOFF. Using a classical conversation-
analytic topic, “conversational repair”, and applying the ethnomethodological 
insight that social interaction and reality are locally constructed to social sci-
ence itself, WEBER demonstrates that every stage of the research process 
depends on the researchers’ presuppositions and decisions.  

Another prominent qualitative research approach, the grounded theory 
method (GTM), is presented by one of its founders, Barney G. GLASER, who 
sees himself in opposition to constructivist GTM as it is developed, for exam-
ple, by CHARMAZ. GLASER stresses that the epistemological and methodo-
logical implications of the constructivist re-interpretation of GTM is inappro-
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priate and not more than a special case of method. In his “Constructive/ist 
Response to Glaser”, published in FQS 4(1), Antony BRYANT rejects 
GLASER'’ critique as uninformed about recent developments, authoritative, 
and not sufficiently based on arguments: “GLASER’s version ... is not the only 
game in town.” 

3.2 The qualitative research process  

The articles under this section attempt to provide examples from the research 
process to underline the relevance of subjectivity and reflexivity as possible 
resources for increasing knowledge. They articulate ways in which (sub-) cul-
tural, social, professional, biographical, and personal characteristics influence 
what is perceived, experienced, interpreted and published. As every “interpreta-
tion is done by subjects, who are prepared to speak from specific positions, to 
recognize specific objects and others not” (ROSALDO 1993, p.383; our trans-
lation), a question resulting from this diagnosis is how others – research par-
ticipants and other researchers – may influence the research process in a way, 
“that instead of one monotone (and actually autobiographical) ‘authoritative 
voice’ ... the polyphony of voices and interpretations” (MRUCK & MEY 1998, 
p.303; our translation) may be included in the research process and become 
visible also in published research results. 

Inspired by a postmodern framework Glenda M. RUSSELL and Nancy H. 
KELLY provide an overview of the research process by discussing it as “inter-
connected and mutually influential series of dialogic processes”. Harriet W. 
MEEK underlines the impact of the unconsciousness in (qualitative) research 
and especially for the development and treatment of work related barriers. She 
takes a psychoanalytical and psychotherapeutic perspective and “op-positions” 
herself to a concept of research as a logical decision process. 

While RUSSELL & KELLY and MEEK use data “from others” as a starting 
point of their considerations, Gert DRESSEL and Nikola LANGREITER are 
concerned with a self-reflexive science. They demonstrate how to do cultural 
research of cultural research by applying cultural research-instruments to their 
day-to-day scientific practice and thereby constituting and reflecting them-
selves as a field of research. Similarly, Christiane Kraft ALSOP becomes her 
own “field of research” while examining the tension between “being at home” 
and “being away” constituting both her personal and scientific experiences. For 
ALSOP especially “journeys back home” present interesting occasions to prac-
tice self-reflexivity in qualitative research. Whereas ALSOP emigrated from 
Germany to the United States, Iris RITTENHOFER, also born in Germany, 
went to Denmark. While ALSOP, following an autoethnographic approach 
(ELLIS) deals with the existential categories of “home” and “away” and their 
impact on the research process, RITTENHOFER attempts to demonstrate – 
reflecting on three research projects she has been involved in and partly in-
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spired by FOUCAULT – the ways in which her long-term academic employ-
ment “in a second country” and her scientific work became intertwined.  

Research processes and results are influenced not only by the situated and 
“horizontal” (BREUER & ROTH, this issue) nature of the researcher’s per-
spective but also by those who are involved in the research as research partici-
pants. In the cause of a project on poor urban minority parents and their roles 
and understandings of science education reform, Kathleen St. LOUIS and An-
gela Calabrese BARTON were confronted with methodological issues not 
originally considered as part of the research design. These issues concerned 
their responsibility as researchers as well as tacit assumptions revealed during 
the research process. Helen KAY, Viviene CREE, Kay TISDALL, and Jennifer 
WALLACE had to face unexpected and challenging requirements while con-
ducting a research project with children and young people affected by parental 
HIV in Scotland. To cope with this it was necessary to have ongoing negotia-
tion between the researchers, the research participants, and other stakeholders 
during the research process. Such negotiations inevitably unfold power dynam-
ics, a topic at the center of the contribution by Sarah RILEY, Wendy 
SCHOUTEN, and Sharon CAHILL. From a poststructuralist perspective these 
authors discuss three empirical projects that focus on (a) women’s experiences 
of anger, (b) men working in professional employment, and (c) mothers’ con-
structions of childcare. To examine the participant-researcher relationships, the 
authors use three different approaches to reflexivity, applying correspondingly 
different narrative styles. In doing this they show ways in which the subjective 
position of the researcher enabled or “dis-enabled” interaction and understand-
ing. 

Some of the articles already mentioned (e.g. RUSSELL & KELLY or KAY 
et al.) underline the relevance of research teams. To use such teams in a pro-
ductive way during the research process – in this case for doing PhD research – 
Judith McMORLAND, Brigid CARROLL, Susan COPAS, and Judith 
PRINGLE suggest peer-partnership inquiry methods to improve practices of 
PhD supervision. While exploring the multiple dimensions of supervisory rela-
tionships and its development over time both with candidates and supervisors, 
the traditional academic supervisory relationship is called into question at many 
levels of inquiry. Stuart LEE and Wolff-Michael ROTH provide a concrete 
example of how such a process was put into practice. Inspired by the concept 
of “legitimate peripheral participation”, the authors describe the (re-) produc-
tion of their identities as graduate student and supervisor while the student 
simultaneously became a member of two communities, qualitative researchers 
and environmental activists. Using individual and shared voices they try to 
show that their graduate training was both, methodologically sound and valid 
research training at the same time.  
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3.3 Tools to uncover and reflect on the subjective nature of knowledge 
production in the qualitative research process  

The aforementioned contributions can also be regarded as (subjective, social, 
institutional, etc.) resources available for increasing scientific knowledge while 
reflecting on the research process. This is especially true for the following 
articles, which aim at providing productive, constructive, and creative proce-
dures for highlighting subjectivity throughout the research process to gain new 
levels of understanding through reflexivity.  

Bruce BOLAM, Kate GLEESON, and Simon MURPHY included self-
interviewing in their research on lay health beliefs. They suggest a reflexive 
use of interviews as a means to become aware of one’s own interests and pre-
suppositions in the research process in a transparent way to avoid systematic 
errors. JENSEN and Harald WELZER demonstrate how to draw conclusions 
from empirical data to the phenomenon under consideration. Using interview 
examples from their research on transitions and on traditions of historical con-
sciousness, they regarded interaction processes between interviewee and inter-
viewer not as “disruptions” but interpreted them as “gauges of a reality beyond 
the research situation, since these interaction processes are also part of every-
day communications”. Grounded in a psychoanalytical perspective, Stephan 
MARKS and Heidi MÖNNICH-MARKS used interviews from their research 
project on “history and memory” to show how counter-transference reactions 
may help to discern latent interview contents. Silvia HEIZMANN refers to an 
in-depth interview from her research on “working poor” and their experiences 
with social welfare in Switzerland. The value of the interview was initially 
underestimated due to its limited verbal data outcome. HEIZMANN shows 
how applying ethnopsychoanalytical concepts helped to achieve new levels of 
understanding by relating verbal data, non-verbal interaction and (counter-) 
transference to one another.  

Besides examples of using subjectivity and reflexivity as tools in the process 
of collecting and analyzing interview data, two additional qualitative strategies 
are introduced: Rudolf SCHMITT describes how the tension between subjec-
tive understanding and rules of research could be resolved practically for the 
systematic metaphor analysis. Ernst LANGTHALER discusses possibilities 
and limitations of reflexive field research within a historical-anthropological 
community study. Like HEIZMANN, LANGTHALER regards “disruptions” 
(in his case between the researchers’ and the research participants’ discourses 
about local history of everyday life and especially on the Nazi era) as an oppor-
tunity for developing understanding and their reflection as a tool to improve 
one’s own research practice and its results.  

Research teams are an important means to prevent the interpretation work 
from becoming a mere “resource of projections and an agent of manipulation 
and delegation” (ERDHEIM 1989, p.89; our translation) thereby resulting in a 
decrease of knowledge both about the researcher and the phenomenon under 



 199

consideration. “Only the lived interaction with others helps identify one’s own 
shortcomings: [what improves understanding is] the other’s irritations which 
end up irritating me” (KRAUSS 1996, p.98; our translation). The idea to in-
clude and integrate different subjective perspectives systematically in the proc-
ess of data analysis and in its reflection is used for the Oldenburger action 
research project5 as reported by Wolfgang FICHTEN and Birgit DREIER. 
Inspired by social-constructionist approaches, practice-orientated school pro-
jects are carried out by research teams consisting of teachers and students. 
Within their “Workshops of Sensitivity, Expressiveness and Creativity”, Maria 
de Fátima de A. SILVEIRA, Dulce Maria Rosa GUALDA, Vera SOBRAL, 
and Ademilda Maria de S. GARCIA implement a similar theory-practice link 
for research on and with nurses. The authors describe the production of a doc-
toral dissertation that used ethnographic methodology, and they show how the 
nurses, sharing the same language and symbolic system, served as being re-
searched and researchers at the same time. Although there are different con-
cepts underlying the workshops in Brazil and the Oldenburger project and 
although they have different addressees, both use an epistemological model 
that helps to reveal and explore the interaction between research and everyday 
life, between research subjects and objects.  

While unfolding the potentials of reflexive field research LANGTHALER 
simultaneously gained insights into some important limitations, for example, 
“the reader’s signifying power over the author’s texts”. Here as in many other 
articles, published in the issues on “Subjectivity and Reflexivity in Qualitative 
Research”, it becomes obvious that research does not end with analyzing data. 
Because researchers are authors, the question is how the research process and 
its results should be presented and published. Eileen DAY shows how experi-
mental writing can be used as a means to reflect on subjectivity. Like RILEY et 
al. and RITTENHOFER, DAY considers the construction and re-construction 
of the researchers’ subjective position as a necessary element of – in her case 
(auto-) ethnographical – research. DAY tries to overcome a singular authorita-
tive voice and writing style by including multiple voices and realities into her 
narration. In unfolding the (hi)story of her article she provides a direct insight 
in her process of knowledge construction. In his theoretically informed 
autoethnography, Chaim NOY also offers creative and innovative ways to 
explore, reflect upon and theorize his experiences in writing a dissertation on 
backpackers’ narratives of identity and change. “In times of post-modern in-
quiry and writing”, he closely intertwines the “experience of travel and journey 
which took place between the interviewees’ travel narratives and my own (in 
the form of a dissertation writing); between ‘field’ and ‘office’; between posi-
tivist and interpretive paradigms; between proposal and dissertation, between 
paternal and maternal sources of writing, and between academic/scientific and 

                                                           
5  Oldenburg is a town in Germany. 
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poetic expression”. Last but not least, Carolyn ELLIS defies the social scien-
tific conventions that DAY and NOY try to reflect on (and in a way justify). 
Her autoethnographic story deals with the transmission of grave tending and 
associated family rituals from generation to generation. ELLIS’ narration is 
singular; in unique ways she reports her subjective experiences which others 
may join in on, may reject, may draw conclusions from or not.  

4. Further Ways of Understanding and an Invitation  
for Future Discourses  

The categorization provided here is one recommendation to organize the arti-
cles published in FQS 3(3) and FQS 4(2). Other frameworks are also possible: 
Wolff-Michael ROTH and Franz BREUER propose an activity-theoretic fram-
ing of research and research object as a road map for reading the articles. Addi-
tionally, Franz BREUER and Wolff-Michael ROTH offer “epistemic win-
dows”, inspired by a constructionist approach to knowledge. They propose a 
way of systematizing methodological considerations and procedures that fol-
lows the research process. The articles published are regarded as possible solu-
tions to the problems identified during the research process.  

Again: we offer possible solutions. The collection of contributions presented 
here is neither systematic nor comprehensive – such an attempt could have 
been neither possible nor serious given the nature of our theme. Instead we 
consider the articles as examples: Other theoretical frameworks could have 
been used, other perspectives are also available to understand interaction in the 
research process and the tension between the researcher, the field of research, 
and the scientific culture (s)he belongs to or would like to belong to and its 
rituals and routines (VOLMERG 1988). Moreover, additional tools could have 
been provided to demonstrate the creative use of subjectivity and reflexivity in 
the qualitative research process to arrive at new practices, new levels of under-
standing, and increased knowledge. All we provide are the experiences and the 
situated, local, and horizon-bound knowledge of researchers; there is no objec-
tive (scientific) truth, valid and reliable beyond cultures, times, and places. 
However, we hope that the most extensive collection on subjectivity and reflex-
ivity in qualitative research thus far will promote further understanding and 
initiate discussions – whether one agrees with or is critical against it. This hope 
is supported by the fact that authors from various disciplines and nations joined 
this adventure and gave insights from their practices and knowledge, insights 
that hopefully may help the international qualitative community. Of course, 
everyone is invited to join us in these reflection and discussion processes at 
FQS also in the future!  
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Appendix: Abstracts of the FQS Volume 

Reflexivity and Subjectivity: A Possible Road Map for Reading the Spe-
cial Issues 

Wolff-Michael Roth & Franz Breuer 
We propose an activity-theoretic framing of research and research object as a 
road map for reading the articles in the two special issues on the topic of sub-
jectivity and reflexivity. The framework theorizes research as activity, which 
highlights the constructed nature of research process and research object. The 
framework therefore brings the reflexive nature of research explicitly into 
focus. We show how different forms of reflexivity can be theorized with this 
framework. 

Subjectivity and Reflexivity in the Social Sciences: Epistemic Windows 
and Methodical Consequences 

Franz Breuer & Wolff-Michael Roth 
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We sketch four basic epistemological assumptions that imply a constructionist 
orientation to knowledge including (a) perspectivity, positionality; (b) horizon-
ality, dynamic observer position; (c) the structuring of knowledge through 
instruments of knowledge production; and (d) interactivity and interventionist 
nature of research. Although social scientists often adopt a constructionist 
epistemology to frame their research object, the methodological consequences 
of such an epistemology for the production of social scientific knowledge are 
not normally drawn. Instead of dealing with the four assumptions as a produc-
tive epistemic window, many researchers exhibit a defensive tendency and 
continue the quest for objectivity in their own writing. We propose a different 
methodological position conceptualized in the dialectic of the always embod-
ied, individual, and social researcher-in-interaction. Beginning with the concept 
of a decentered (self-) observation we develop the idea of the reflexive nature 
that relates the epistemic subject and object. We propose a way systematizing 
methodological considerations and procedures that follows the research proc-
ess, beginning with the identification of a research topic to the final presenta-
tion of the results. The contributions to the two present FQS volumes on “Sub-
jectivity and Reflexivity in Qualitative Research” provide answers and possible 
solutions to the questions and problems raised in this introduction. 

“Lay Person” or “Health Expert”? Exploring Theoretical and Practi-
cal Aspects of Reflexivity in Qualitative Health Research 

Bruce Bolam, Kate Gleeson, & Simon Murphy 
Although the need for reflexivity in qualitative research is widely acknowl-
edged, the practical means by which researchers can engage in this process are 
comparatively underdeveloped. Researching lay health beliefs necessarily 
highlights the researchers' own embodied concerns and thus problematises the 
traditional distinction between “lay” and “expert” perspectives. We critically 
examine a range of theoretical and practical issues raised by these observations, 
with reference to an empirical study that involved the first author interviewing 
healthy participants about a range of health related topics. As an aid to reflex-
ive practice, the first author was interviewed using the same interview schedule 
as used with study participants by the second author, this data being subse-
quently transcribed, coded and analysed in the same way. A range of benefits 
and difficulties encountered with this strategy are discussed. Acknowledging 
that there are problems with prescriptions regarding how to approach reflexiv-
ity in qualitative research, we nevertheless emphasise the need for the practical 
implementation of this process to be both clear and sensitive to specific re-
search interests. 
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When “We Ourselves” Become Our Own Field of Research 

Gert Dressel & Nikola Langreiter 
In our current research project, we do cultural research on cultural research. In 
doing so we apply cultural research-instruments to ourselves and thereby con-
stitute ourselves as a field of research. We describe some of the incidents that 
can occur in such an ambivalent situation, focussing on the following (which 
appears to us as the most significant output of our work in this special context 
of research so far): This kind of research will always be a sensitive one when 
dealing with biographical material. Since one has to deal with humans, “natu-
rally” relationships develop along the way. Neither the social status of the 
persons explored, nor closeness or distance to them should affect the results or 
the degree of responsibility felt towards to them. The representations resulting 
from this research ought to be salient to all participants, including the re-
searcher and the researched. Research is an interaction – this assertion implies 
for us that we do not want to study sciences for the purpose of science studies, 
even if we (would) like to put our work into these discourses. It is important to 
us to transmit our research into our everyday academic life, put our findings 
into action – in teamwork, in teaching, in organisation and communication of 
research. These interactions also have a reflexive effect on our research project 
– they draw our attention to certain topics, help us set priorities and make us 
aware of taboos. 

Grave Tending: With Mom at the Cemetery 

Carolyn Ellis 
This autoethnographic story shows the process of tending the graves of family 
members. In the past, the author reluctantly accompanied her mother on her 
visits to the family cemetery. Once there, she took on the role of distant ob-
server as her mother took care of the family cemetery plots. When her mother 
becomes disabled, the author begins to arrange the flowers on the graves. Do-
ing so leads her to examine the meaning of visiting the cemetery, feel and 
connect with her losses, and consider the customs she wants to be part of her 
own death. When her mother dies, the next generation of women in the family 
– the author, her sister, and sister-in-law – take on the role of tending the 
graves, connected in their love and respect for their mother and their feelings of 
family and family responsibility. This story examines the meanings of family 
rituals around death and how they are passed from generation to generation. 
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Triangulation of Subjectivity 

Wolfgang Fichten & Birgit Dreier 
The Oldenburger action research in which praxis-orientated school projects are 
carried out by research teams consisting of teachers and students grants excep-
tional discovery and reflection opportunities. This particular research practice 
is framed by social-constructive hypotheses. On the basis of these hypotheses, 
a unified correlation of the understanding of the object, methodology and per-
spectivity can be generated. 

When connecting the triangulation of methods with the triangulation of sub-
jectivity, research seems to be a continuous perspective process. The founda-
tion of a triangulation of subjectivity is to accentuate and to reflect on subjec-
tivity. 

The examples taken from the “Forschungswerkstatt” show how different 
subjective accesses to the object of research can be worked on in a constructive 
way and used as a quality-increasing element in research. In the course of data 
interpretation and process reflection the multiperspectivity which arises from 
the team setting generates different approaches concerning the reading, differ-
entiation and explanations. These new approaches can then be integrated into 
the perspective construction of the subjects. Restructuring and modification of 
subjective perspectives are the results of a self-referential orientated action 
research, which can be integrated into a “community of practice”. 

Challenging the Dualistic Assumptions of Academic Writing: Repre-
senting Ph.D. Research As Embodied Practice 

Mary Hanrahan 
This article will address the tensions between dualistic traditions of our culture 
(cf. WERTHEIM, 1999) and new ways of understanding how people come to 
know what they know through embodied practice within biological and social 
ecosystems (e.g., DAMASIO, 1994; LEAR, 1998; LEMKE, 1995; MATURA-
NA & VARELA, 1992). It will also raise implications of a biosocial system 
model for research methodology and academic writing. In my Ph.D. thesis in 
education I demonstrated that a significant role was played in the construction 
of my knowledge by my body[-mind], much of it initially outside my aware-
ness. However, I found that theses were still expected to support the myth that 
learning which will advance knowledge about education is almost exclusively 
the product of abstract and systematic logical processes, of a disembodied 
spirit. 
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“Because of You I Am an Invalid!” – Some Methodological Reflections 
About the Limitations of Collecting and Interpreting Verbal Data and 
the Attempt to Win New Insights by Applying the Epistemological Po-
tential of Ethnopsychoanalytical Concepts 

Silvia Heizmann 
This article is based on an in-depth interview which the author conducted as 
part of an ongoing study on working poor and their experiences with social 
welfare in Switzerland (NFP 45). At first, she considered this interview to be 
somewhat of a failure, because she thought the verbal information shared by 
the couple interviewed was rather lean. At the same time, two other aspects 
struck her as remarkable: on the one hand, she herself was subject to strong 
feelings, and on the other, she noticed subtle actions of both husband and wife. 
Increasingly, the author realized that it was crucial in this case to complement 
explicitly verbal expression with non-verbal interaction and transference. Ap-
plying the ethno-psychoanalytical concept of irritation, which allows for these 
two further levels of communication, the interview can then also be seen as a 
success. This method differs from the objective hermeneutics approach accord-
ing to which interviews are interpreted by the other researchers within this 
project, an approach which neglects the experiential dimension – of the inter-
viewer as well as of the person interviewed – altogether. This article therefore 
focuses on those epistemological insights which can precisely be gained from 
analyzing the subjective interaction of the interlocutors following the new 
paradigm which DEVEREUX introduced and which the Zurich School devel-
oped for the social sciences. 

One Thing Leads to Another Or: Self-Reflexivity as Method 

Olaf Jensen & Harald Welzer 
Based on examples of interview material out of several of our research projects 
we show how the phenomenon of interest is represented in the research situa-
tion itself. Interaction processes between interviewee and interviewer are inter-
preted as gauges of a reality beyond the research situation, since these interac-
tion processes are also part of everyday communications. Using this perspec-
tive, we demonstrate how issues of interest are discussed and bargained in the 
interview itself. Using the methodology of Hermeneutic Dialogue Analyses we 
perceive interview data not as something indicating bits of reality lying outside 
the research situation but as in-vivo-data of actual social reality to be re-
searched and interpreted. 
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At the Edge: Negotiating Boundaries in Research with Children and 
Young People 

Helen Kay, Viviene Cree, Kay Tisdall & Jennifer Wallace 
A research study of children and young people affected by parental HIV in 
Scotland provides the vehicle for a discussion of some of the complex issues at 
the heart of qualitative research. The research team sought to conduct a study 
which would be inclusive and empowering for those children and young people 
and their parents who took part. But in carrying out research on such a secret 
and stigmatised subject, we found ourselves caught in the middle of competing 
requirements of confidentiality and openness, protection and autonomy, spon-
sorship and independence. We conclude that our study, by nature of its subject 
and subjectivities, illuminates dilemmas which cannot be resolved simply by 
constructing better protocols. They are central to the research process, and their 
partial resolution demands continuous negotiation between the researchers and 
the participants, and also the other stakeholders. In these complex circum-
stances the process of individual reflexivity can be usefully enhanced by a team 
approach. 

(Hi)stories on (Hi)stories. Historical-Anthropological Fieldwork as 
Reflexive Process 

Ernst Langthaler 
This article discusses possibilities and limits of reflexive field research as ex-
emplified by a historical-anthropological community study. Such reflexive 
approaches accept the subjectivity of the researcher as a condition of scientific 
cognition. In manifold situations the discourse of the researcher on the local 
history of everyday life in the 20th century in general and especially on the 
Nazi era clashes with prevailing memory discourses. Such “obstructions” turn 
out to be opportunities to reflect on the conditions and consequences of the 
researcher's own practice more adequately. The gained insights in the possibili-
ties of reflexive fieldwork also clarify its limits, e.g. the reader's signifying 
power over the author's texts. 

Becoming and Belonging: Learning Qualitative Research Through 
Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

Stuart Lee & Wolff-Michael Roth 
“Legitimate peripheral participation” (LPP) involves learning as a situated 
individual engages in socially mediated activity. We report on our attempt to 
use legitimate peripheral participation as a double normative frame for defining 
(a) a doctoral program and the struggles that ensued as the two authors pro-
duced and reproduced their identities as graduate student and supervisor and 
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(b) a methodology for doing research among environmental activists. This 
article is fundamentally about the production and reproduction of identity while 
a graduate student is becoming a member in two communities, that of (qualita-
tive) researchers and that of the researched (environmentalists). We conceptual-
ize struggle as transformative rather than destructive. We argue that this in-
volved personal style of graduate training on research is part of methodologi-
cally sound and valid research training. We use individual and collective voice 
to create a literary structure that is reflexive of its content. 

The Analysis of Counter-Transference Reactions Is a Means to Discern 
Latent Interview-Contents 

Stephan Marks & Heidi Mönnich-Marks 
Counter-transference reactions may help to discern latent interview-contents. 
This will be described with an example from the research project Geschichte 
und Erinnerung [History and Memory]. In this project interviews with men and 
women, who agreed to and actively supported Hitler and National Socialism 
(ordinary bystanders and perpetrators) have been conducted and evaluated. 

Enhancing the Practice of PhD Supervisory Relationships Through 
First- And Second-Person Action Research/Peer Partnership Inquiry 

Judith McMorland, Brigid Carroll, Susan Copas & Judith Pringle 
Our experience in the University suggests that individual and collective reflec-
tion on the practice of PhD supervision is under-developed amongst the com-
munity of academic supervisors and students. Whilst there is growing interest 
in research about higher education practice and supervision in particular, few 
studies inquire into practice “from the inside”. In this two-semester exploration, 
supervisors and students used some of the disciplines of peer-partnership in-
quiry, to seek ways to improve our respective PhD supervisory relationship 
practices. The group comprised supervising staff and PhD candidates, with a 
network of sociometric links that reflected well a complexity of multiple aca-
demic relationships. First- and second-person reflection, and intentional, en-
gaged, focused conversation, gave us insights into these multiple dimensions of 
supervisory relationships both with candidates, amongst co-supervisors and 
into our own practices. The richness of the insights generated through these 
meaningful conversations surprised us all. 

Our paper discusses the ways in which we were able to access understand-
ings through peer partnership inquiry methods, the integrity of the materials 
generated, individual responses to such subjectivities and our attempts to com-
municate these to wider audiences through the frames of typical academic 
presentations: conference settings, departmental and university wide seminars 
and web-page dissemination. 
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There are implications for institutional practice arising from our findings. 
We suggest that much greater intentionality has to be paid to the multiple and 
complex relationships that exist amongst students, staff and institution if the 
PhD endeavour is to be a fulfilling creative enterprise for all. We advocate that 
staff and students need to develop skills and courage in reflecting on their own 
capabilities, to develop skills in peer learning and peer engagement, and to 
strengthen a culture of learning across multiple role relationships. Sustained 
reflectivity of this nature is radical in the academic context and the nature of 
the PhD supervisory relationship is called into question at many levels of in-
quiry. 

The Place of the Unconscious in Qualitative Research 

Harriet W. Meek 
We know our research design, how data is structured, the questions we ask, 
methods we use and many other factors allow some meanings to emerge and 
obfuscates others. We speak as though these decision-making processes are 
entirely logical, but an intuitive leap is often necessary. The writer maintains 
that unconscious mental processing is a necessary part of qualitative research, 
lying under what we call “reflective processing”. Some difficult research situa-
tions are discussed and ways they might be understood reflexively are shown. 
Ideas about reflection on the impact of subjectivity in the research process are 
also discussed. 

The Write of Passage: Reflections on Writing a Dissertation in Narra-
tive Methodology 

Chaim Noy 
In this essay I explore, reflect upon and theorize my experiences as a doctoral 
student writing a dissertation in the field of narrative studies. The inquiry con-
centrates on the problematic tensions that are unique to academic writing in 
qualitative disciplines, tensions with which I dealt and grappled extensively 
during my work. I wish to reflect, through the writing of a theoretically in-
formed autoethnography, on the space inscribed between the proposal and the 
dissertation, and thus on the young scholar’s initiation journey through a con-
structed, narrative-in-becoming space, and on the relationship between the 
backpackers’ narratives of identity and change, which I researched, and my 
own. In doing so I will evocatively problematize the epitome of the academic 
rite-of-passage, i.e. the writing of a modern dissertation, in times of post-
modern inquiry and writing. 

The discussion is informed by the experience of travel and journey which 
took place between the interviewees’ travel narratives and my own (in the form 
of a dissertation writing); between “field” and “office”; between positivist and 
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interpretive paradigms; between proposal and dissertation, between paternal 
and maternal sources of writing, and between academic/scientific and poetic 
expression. The essay offers contributions to the inquiry into reflexivity and 
subjectivity within the growing paradigm of qualitative methodology, to the 
inquiry of rites-of-passage into communities and institutions, and it problema-
tizes the possibility that narrative can contain and convey the post-modern, 
overwhelmed and fractured self. 

Exploring the Dynamics of Subjectivity and Power Between Researcher 
and Researched 

Sarah Riley, Wendy Schouten & Sharon Cahill 
Three studies are described and examined in terms of the power dynamics 
created through the subjective positions made salient for both researchers and 
the participants by the research process. The reflexive accounts of these studies 
are informed by the poststructuralist critique of reflexivity as both a truthful 
representation of the research process and one that can be produced by stable 
and unitary authors. In this paper subjectivity and power are explored through 
the use of different narrative styles that work to highlight the contradictory and 
fragmented nature of reflexivity as a new construction of (a past) reality. 

In the first investigation a female researcher exploring women's experiences 
of anger describes the process of taking analysis back to her participants to 
enhance the researcher’s understanding of her data. Taking the approach to 
reflexivity as one of introspection and collaboration a single narrator tells the 
tale of conflict and resolution between her subjective positions of feminist-
researcher, feminist and researcher. In the second study, a female researcher 
who interviewed men working in professional employment creates a dialogical 
inquiry through polyvocality to produce an account of reflexivity as social 
critique. In particular, she explores the subjective positions created through 
identities attached to her gender and her role as a researcher. The third study 
approaches reflexivity as discursive deconstruction and employs non-dialogical 
polyvocality to explore the multiple and contradictory nature of reflexive un-
derstandings created through subjective positions derived from the research 
experience, nationality and motherhood. 

In examining the participant-researcher relationships that were enabled or 
dis-enabled when the researchers inhabited the subjective position of “re-
searcher”, the use of three different approaches to reflexivity with correspond-
ingly different narrative styles, produced new understandings of subjectivity 
and power. 
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The Interaction between Research Method and Subjective Competence 
in Systematic Metaphor Analysis 

Rudolf Schmitt 
The tension between the potential of subjective understanding and rules of 
research cannot be resolved on a theoretical level. The systematic analysis of 
metaphors demonstrates an interaction between the competence of the subject 
and rules of interpretation. The last part describes the types of interpretations, 
which are typical for metaphor analysis. 

Workshops of Sensitivity, Expressiveness and Creativity: A Path to 
Integrate Subjectivity and Reflection in Qualitative Research 

Maria de Fátima de A. Silveira, Dulce Maria Rosa Gualda, Vera Sobral & 
Ademilda Maria de S. Garcia 
Nursing is a privileged space for expression of creative emotions, intuition and 
sensibility in private and subjective matters which may constitute the basis for 
the construction of research problems and for the process of generation of data 
in a qualitative investigation. The authors describe the production of a doctoral 
dissertation that used ethnographic methodology. The data were collected 
through workshops of sensibility, creativity and expressivity, which represent a 
space for reflection and action, in which the search is to explicate the reality 
where theory and practice merge. They are also a space of collective construc-
tion of knowledge with transforming power, capable of articulating the body of 
the participants as producer of subject and source in the research process. This 
tool reduces the asymmetry between researched and researchers and is in ac-
cordance with the presuppositions of ethnographic method once it makes it 
possible to learn and to experience with subjects studied, specially when they 
are nurses dealing with the same language and symbolic system, permitting the 
expression of subjectivity of both and their insertion in the research process. It 
also represents an alternative epistemological model, able to reveal the con-
tinuous interaction of the way of understanding the world and the way of being 
in this world as subject. 

There Is No Objective Subjectivity in the Study of Social Interaction 

Tilo Weber 
The variant of ethnomethodological Conversation Analysis (CA) represented 
and advocated by Emanuel A. SCHEGLOFF pursues the goal of analyzing 
discourse in a strictly empiricist manner that excludes the impact of the re-
searcher's subjective “preoccupations” and “presuppositions” from the investi-
gative process. 
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This paper outlines the SCHEGLOFFian research strategy and characterizes 
it as representing a methodologist – as opposed to naïve – variant of epistemo-
logical realism. It is argued that this approach, while avoiding circularity, fails 
to make feasible an “account of the object itself” (SCHEGLOFF 1997a, p.174). 
This line of argument is illustrated by its practical consequences apropos one of 
CA's classical themes, viz. conversational repair (cf. SCHEGLOFF, JEFFER-
SON & SACKS 1977).  

It is demonstrated that conversation analytic data analysis presupposes deci-
sions concerning the selection, the preparation, and the (re)presentation of the 
data that influence the analytic results but that cannot be justified empirically. 
Accordingly, the adequacy of conversation analytic findings hinges on “the 
practical purposes” of the processes that yield those findings rather than its 
correspondence with discourse as “an internally grounded reality of its own” 
(SCHEGLOFF 1997a, p.171). This conclusion applies the ethnomethodological 
insight in the locally constructed nature of social interaction and reality to 
social science itself. 

 


