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Canons to the Left of Us, Canons to the Right of Us: 

On the Over-Determination of Method in Qualitative Research

I want to address an issue or issues that, though they trouble me deeply, I have yet to see addressed in the literature of our field, issues I’ve collapsed under the umbrella term of the over-determination of method in qualitative research. This story, my argument, will be constructed out of my interpretation of the intellectual traditions of our field, handed down throughout the generations, the methodological entreaties of various individual methodologists and the field as a whole, and my ruminations on where we are now and where we might be headed—a glimpse of alternate futures for our field.

First, as to terms: What do I mean by the over-determination of method in qualitative research and why might this be problematical? 

What I am here calling the over-determination of method in qualitative research is, in fact, a conjoining or confluence, an admixture of methodological canons—the ‘dos’ and ‘don’ts’, so to speak—caught up in the larger sociohistorical and political forces at play, both within and without our field. More specifically, I sense that there are abroad unconscious, unexamined pressures to standardize, tame and domesticate qualitative research—to its detriment and the detriment of us all.

How might this have come to pass and what does it mean?

I’d suggest that we inhabit a place (space and time) characterized by an uneasy truce in the paradigm wars. Many of you, like several noted scholars in our field, may have accepted the premise that the paradigm wars had been resolved. Were that life so simple! (Or, nothing is ever as simple as we make it out to be, or, life is always more complex and complicated than our attempts at understanding render it.) True, qualitative research methods have become more accepted, or at least practiced by a larger number of educational researchers since those halcyon days of the paradigm wars or debate: A simple (quantitative) survey of recent AERA meeting programs would reveal as much. But qualitative research and methods are still far from being on equal footing with quantitative, statistical and/or positivistic methods. The analogy that came to me is of a time in US race relations know as the ‘Jim Crow’ ear, where supremacists extolled the progress of Blacks living under the legal and policy regimes known as ‘separate but equal.’ But we know now that was a lie, a social fabrication and salve. African Americans have never been on equal social footing with their European-American counterparts in the US. 

Though qualitative research has been somewhat more accepted, one might say tolerated, it is not now, and may never be, equal, unless we actually alter that social/methodological/epistemological equation!

For evidence, look at federal funding of research, especially after the passage of the No Child Left Behind education legislation—a point Patti Lather (2003) made in last year’s Egon Guba lecture here, before the qualitative research SIG, titled, “This IS Your Father’s Paradigm,” and subtitled, “Government Intrusion in the Case of Qualitative Research.” Here is where I blur the lines that some might say separate politics and research, though research is political, I’ve shed my mantle of naivety and have awakened to the startling realization that politics, indeed ideology, trumps research every time. The current American Taliban regime in Washington, D.C. is testament to that: Recently the Union of Concerned Scientists (Glanz, 2004, p. A6) criticized the administration for ‘censoring and suppressing reports by its own scientists, stacking advisory committees with unqualified political appointees, disbanding government panels that provide unwanted advice, and refusing to seek independent scientific expertise in some cases.’ These ideologically-driven policies and practices encroach upon nearly every aspect of our lives. From global warming, to achievement test data, to federal educational programs of various sorts, to rationalizing and propagandizing the war machine—ideology trumps research. In fact, some assert that in today’s political climate, ideology always trumps policy (Chapman, 2004; Gilman, 2004). That’s on the national, or macro stage. 

On the micro level, we are in danger of surrendering our hard-won ground to post-positivists and what I term ‘recovering positivists.’ The advances, the ground we’ve won in the paradigm wars is likely to be ceded, perhaps without our knowledge, perhaps through our complicity.

If our methods, our research techniques take on the character, or are taken over by a positivist, rationalist and instrumentalist mindset, we have lost, we have been colonized and subjugated. Adorno and Derrida write of hegemony, as have others since; but one aspect of their understanding of hegemony that applies here is this: hegemony is more than simple subjugation or oppression, hegemony signifies the internalization of the oppression—a point elaborated upon and refined by Foucault.

If we, as a field, or if we as individual qualitative researchers accept or internalize the standards, the premises, the canons of positivistic research epistemologies, we have become complicit in our own subjugation and aided the hegemonizing tendencies of the dominant research paradigm.

If we standardize, normalize our methods overmuch, we have succumbed. But, you might well ask, how are we to assess the worth of our studies? How are we to judge the contribution of others’? Though I’ll acknowledge the question, I have no ready answer to offer up here. Instead, I’d point the questioner to earlier scholars’ work—products of a much simpler, quainter time—like those of our recently deceased colleague Buddy Peshkin (1993), in “The Goodness of Qualitative Research,” and so on.

Rather, I’ll use what little time I have here to evoke other questions, to gesture in other directions.

Hegemony, as I’ve said, includes the internalization of oppression, genuflecting toward and idolizing ‘standards’ and canons promises the same. Though perhaps now passé, and perhaps like many of you, I cut my teeth on the saw that in qualitative research the researcher is the instrument. In today’s more sophisticated representations, the wisdom and meaning of this fundamental distinction is reflected in the term bricolage. But, again, we come face to face with the internal/external dichotomy or dualism: Who or what is to be the arbiter of method? What is to guide the researcher in the conduct of his or her research and its dissemination? Again, the qualitative researcher’s night terrors, boogeymen and doppelgängers—generalizability, validity, reliability, indeed, even the relative status or acceptance within the academy—come to haunt and taunt us.   

Bettie St. Pierre (personal communication, February 1, 2004) has taken on the challenge of confronting some of these boogeymen, by confronting The National Academy of Science and their language, a language or discourse that has marginalized the subjective, constructivist, post-structural epistemes.

Like Bettie, I come down on the side of a Bakhtinian dialogic, as opposed to the monologic or authoritarian; for these questions, at their heart, really concern authorship and authority, as in who is to be the author of his or her own (research) life? The dialogic, as you may be aware, speaks to the advantages of dialogue, discourse and polyphony—the multitudinous chorus, often chaotic, of the masses. Bakhtin also distinguished between centrifugal and centripetal forces—those seeking to homogenize, to standardize, unify and control, and those tending toward the chaotic, the carnivalesque. We are a part of that.

But as one who tends toward the centrifugal and dialogic, the often chaotic and messy, I seek to champion diversity—mine and yours, as I undertake my struggle to refuse subjugation and marginalization.

Though perhaps overly simplistic, I end by sharing with you one way I’ve come to understand the forces (and people) at play in our field, borrowing from the work of my colleague and friend, Ed Pajak (2002), who, in turn, borrowed from Carl Jung and his personality archetypes (archetypes that are reflected in, for example, the Myers-Briggs Personality Style Indicators and similar instruments). (Figure 1.)

[image: image1.png]Figure 1. The Four Functions as “Compass Points”
and Resulting Combinations Related to Clinical

Supervision Families

-1
Technical/Didactic
Models

Thinking
Applying objective
analysis and logic
(logical, critical,
reasonable, questioning,
tough-minded)

(N-T)
Original Clinical
Models

Sensing
Noticing and trusting facts,
details, and present realities (S-F)
(concx"etez reahsu.c3 practical, Humanistic/Artistic
experiential, traditional) Models
S
Feeling
Creating harmony by
T F applying person-centered
values (empathetic,
compassionate,
accommodating,
accepting, tender
N pting )
Intuition (N-F)
Noticing and trusting Developmental/
theories, interrelationships, Reflective Models

and future possibilities
(abstract, imaginative,
inferential, theoretical,
original)





As you can see, Jung, and Pajak after him, distinguished various personality types, which have been arranged on a type of mandala. Again, at the risk of oversimplifying matters, the personality types are opposed and are characterized by certain, shall we say, styles, preferences, modalities, or proclivities.

I read or interpret this to mean that more positivistic or instrumental types fall in the upper left quadrant. Some of the adjectives used to describe personalities representative of this quadrant (the S-T or T-S quadrant) are: “applying objective analysis and logic” (logical, critical, reasonable, questioning, and tough-minded) and “noticing and trusting facts, details, and present realities” (concrete, realistic, practical, experimental, and traditional). 

I, myself, fall in the lower right quadrant, the N-F or F-N quadrant. Having taken the Myers-Briggs recently for a course I was teaching, and through independent corroboration, by Pajak (2002), who, in his analysis of my work, placed it in this quadrant, I am relatively secure that this quadrant describes me. The descriptors or adjectives for this quadrant are: “noticing and trusting theories, interrelationships, and future possibilities” (abstract, imaginative, inferential, theoretical, and original) and “creating harmony by applying person-centered values” (empathetic, compassionate, accommodating, accepting, and tender).

Can these adjectives, these descriptors, be used to identify or distinguish whole fields; or the predominant mindset or epistemology of those fields? Can they be used to characterize certain authors, say, of qualitative research methods texts? You be the judge. All I’m suggesting is that if we value diversity, the dialogic, we had best not surrender our life decisions, our careers, our research, our methods, best not give authority over them to any one camp, ideology, personality type or episteme; just as we need to recognize, name and guard against the normalizing tendencies in ourselves, in our papers and conferences, in our editors and journals and in our courses and our texts, in our methodologists. These, again, are the internal agents in the uneasy armistice of the paradigm wars. We must be vigilant toward the external agents as well.
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