Hi, everyone!

I don’t think enough was said at the last workshop about analysis.  I shared this thought with some of my peers and as a result found myself under slight pressure to introduce into next year’s RCI curriculum a short section on computer assisted qualitative data analysis systems (CAQDAS), which I might well have to do.  I’m not particularly happy with this and needed to know why, so I stopped and asked myself why and then wrote the following thingy.  I share it with you because it makes some statements about analysis that you might find useful, especially towards the end – the sort of statements that could have been made at the workshop.

Alan; 9.v.06

Why I don’t like CAQDAS.
To pretend that I’ve read and understood some recent theorising about qualitative research, I present what I’m about to say as something like a collage of quotations from Denzin and Lincoln’s Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative Materials, Second Edition, 2003.  And in order not to clutter my writing with ugly reference tags I just simply page numbers after quotations.  If you want to know what articles the page numbers refer to, please refer to this list:

Pp 155-175: Ian Hodder, ‘The interpretation of documents and material culture.’

Pp 259-309: Gery W Ryan and H Russell Bernard, ‘Data management and analysis methods.’

Pp 310-339: Eben A Weitzman, ‘Software and qualitative research.’

Pp 340-362: David Silverman, ‘Analyzing talk and text.’

Pp 458-498: Norman K Denzin, ‘The practices and politics of interpretation.’ 
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‘Traditionally, qualitative researchers have carried out the mechanics of analysis by hand: typing up field notes and interviews, photocopying them, “coding” by marking them up with markers or pencils, cutting and pasting the marked segments onto file cards, sorting and shuffling cards, and typing up their analyses.’  311   These are the sort of games children play at primary school, and it’s difficult to believe that serious academics really do this.  But if this is what some qualitative researchers would usually do they may as well use computer programmes.  The benefit would be rather like the benefit of using a word-processor instead of using a typewriter.  But a researcher looking for rich results in rich data should find a computer less useful.
I don’t dispute that CAQDAS could be useful to a researcher in the same way that a can opener could be useful to someone who can’t cook – but cooking fresh food is the way to go if you’re interested in creativity, nourishment, flavour, etc.  As I understand it, in order to make CAQDAS programmes useful you need to reduce the words and phrases of a text to a set of labels (canned baked beans) and in doing so you reduce the richness of the text (lamb breyani – the simile doesn’t work any more).
Those authors who favour the use of CAQDAS make statements such as ‘…we distinguish between the linguistic tradition, which treats text as an object of analysis itself, and the sociological tradition, which treats text as a window into human experience.’  259   Here I think we have a misunderstanding of the ‘linguistic tradition’ (by which is probably meant the practice of literary criticism/analysis) as well as of the nature of language.  A literary critic treats a text as a window on the world, but has I think a more nuanced grasp of the nature of the window than those social researchers who treat words as if they were objects to be counted and arranged, who are happy to say ‘Key-words-in-context, word counts, structural analysis, and cognitive maps all reduce text to the fundamental meanings of specific words.’  272   What are ‘fundamental meanings?’  Whatever they are, words don’t have them!  (Like Derrida, literature people are unable to find essences in words.)  Literary critics are very intimately acquainted with words and treat them as if they were the glass in the window.  They’re there, you can see them, you can see through them, they distort what you are looking at, they’re not really transparent, and they’re slippery. ‘Words slip, slide, crack, and/Break under the strain’ of signification (TS Eliot, Four Quartets).  I can see the practice of counting words as useful when the words themselves tend towards thingness (which they can never actually achieve), and there are sorts of research – particularly sorts of survey research – which are inclined to elicit thing-like words (‘Which of the following is the safest form of contraception – A, B, C or D?’) but most social researchers would want to elicit richer data than that.

‘Word counts are useful for discovering patterns of ideas in any body of text…’ 269   I have difficulty in accepting this statement too.  When you count words you may be able to discover patterns of words, but not patterns of ideas.  Words and ideas are different sorts of phenomena.  Some of Denzin’s authors know this: ‘By contrast, 20th-century thought has resisted such researchers’ assumptions that words are simply a transparent medium to “reality.”’  341
‘Text analysis as a research strategy permeates the social sciences, and the range of methods for conducting text analysis is inspiring.  [!]  Investigators examine words, sentences, paragraphs, pages, documents, ideas, meanings, paralinguistic features, and even what is missing from the text.  They interpret, mark, retrieve, and count.’  290   Some social researchers seem always to finish by counting.  Why?  Does the fact that something – a word, a phrase, an action, whatever - occurs frequently make that thing necessarily more important than something that occurs less frequently?  I doubt it.  My personal experience is that it’s the trivial in my life that recurs most often.  Would a CAQDAS person be prepared to discount frequency as a criterion, or does the strange desire to count words automatically privilege frequency?
I’ve read that there are many different models for computer-aided analysis – but by their very nature as mechanical operations all of them must surely suffer from the same shortcoming, that of oversimplification.  A software programme cannot read the omitted nuances in or restore the original richness of the data it has manipulated.  As described in the literature, the software programme transposes some (not all – see 275) thought processes into binary arithmetic.  It imitates the action of the hand in annotating data and imitates the action of the mind in quantifying data, in perceiving patterns in data, and in sorting data into sets.  And judging from my experience of weak readers’ tendency towards subservience to print, I should imagine that one of the dangers involved in using a computer in the analysis is that it (the computer) may achieve a certain (false) authority over the social researcher and the research.  How many times have we had to listen at graduation ceremonies to descriptions of completed doctorates which rely on standard deviations etc to demonstrate that empty work must indeed be valuable?  Use the phrase ‘t-test’ and the uninitiated genuflect before you.  People defer to myths and mysteries, and the laptop and its software have become today’s genie in the bottle.
Why the confidence in the authority of computers?  Why the lack of confidence in the ability of the mind to retain, to sort, to analyse, to balance the importance of one thing against another – to understand things?  People used to be able to do this sort of thing with confidence, and still could if they’d try.  As against computers, our minds are able to make sense of the material presented to them without impoverishing the data.  Why don’t we trust them?
What I’ve said so far makes certain assumptions about the nature of meaning and the relation between meaning and text/discourse, which I need to be frank about.

In the following paragraph my commentary on what is said is added in italics to the collage of quotations.

‘We may know that in practice this or that item of clothing “looks good,” “works well,” or “is stylish,” but we would be at a loss to say what it “means” because the item does not mean – rather, it is embedded in a set of practices that include class, status, goals, aesthetics.  …  Most meanings are in fact embedded in sets of practices.  The world is a plenum of meanings, only some of which reside in ratiocination or words.  On the basis of a set of practical associations, we build up an implicit knowledge about the associations and evocations of particular artifacts or styles.  This type of embedded, practical experience seems to be different from the manipulation of rules of representation and from conscious, analytical thought.  I’m not sure about the word ‘implicit.’  Does it screen an assumption that “meaning” and “conscious, analytical thought” belong together? ’ 162  ‘I have suggested that in developing a theory of material culture, the first task is to distinguish at least two different ways in which material culture has abstract meaning beyond primary utilitarian concerns.  The first is through rules of representation.  The second is through practice and evocation – through the networking, interconnection, and mutual implication of material and nonmaterial.  …language also has to be worked out in practices from which it derives much of its meaning.  Language is indisputably a practice deriving over time from other practices, including other language practices.  As we speak we unconsciously reenact other people’s meanings, many of which linger in our own expressed meanings.’  163   ‘Much cultural knowledge is nonlinear and purpose dedicated, formed through the practice of closely related activities.  I have argued here that even the practical world involves social and symbolic meanings that are not organized representational codes but that are chunked or contextually organized realms of activity in which emotions, desires, morals, and social relations are involved at the level of the implicit taken-for-granted skill or know-how.//It should perhaps be emphasized that the two types of material symbolism – the representational and the evocative or implicative  - often work in close relation to each other.  Agreed.  Surely such cultural knowledge is the sort of “meaning” most social research looks for?  164
It’s fun to demonstrate that the world of meanings is socially constructed from time to time.  To take a striking example, the green carnation was (in Western Europe and North America) in Oscar Wilde’s time a signal of one’s same-sex interest.  It was worn in the buttonhole as a come-on to other gay males.  Fifty years later nobody knew this.  Those interested in Wilde and his times knew that he was (famously) gay but thought that his wearing the carnation was simply an act of sartorial extravagance.  Today, fifty years later again, ‘The Green Carnation’ is the name of a Norwegian rock group!  The physical object, the green carnation, is a signifier the significance of which is agreed upon by social communities that exist in time and space.  It is language worn in a buttonhole rather than spoken.  Meanings in language, too, are agreed upon by communities – discourse communities – that exist in time and in space (Stanley Fish).  I don’t look for meaning in the intention of the utterer but in what a particular discourse community understands in the utterance.  I might intend to write the Hamlet of the twentieth-first century, but I’m unlikely to be able to succeed in this.  I might intend to mollify my wife and actually irritate her instead. If we attend to the meanings made by discourse communities and their representatives (publishers, wives, whoever) we see the window and the landscape simultaneously and clearly.  For example, I once asked a group of about 800 first-year students to tell me the meaning of the Shakespearean line ‘[Love is] the star to every wandering bark.’  Those who had been taught the sonnet at school told me that ships (barques) would at night navigate by the stars, and that the line therefore suggested that love could guide one through life.  Others, the majority, wrote about a dog (a bark!) wandering through a township at night, barking at the stars, which were beautiful, like love.  Both understandings of the line are faultless.  To insist on the first would entail privileging an elite (highly educated) group and rejecting the everyday experience of the majority of one’s respondents.  Note that there is no point in asking what Shakespeare meant by the line.  We can’t ask him to tell us, as he’s not around any more, so we have only the evidence to go on, and evidence is ‘textual’ in nature and therefore available to us only through the meanings made of it by various discourse communities (including our own).
David Silverman happily calls positivist researchers (which would include the computer enthusiasts) romantics:  ‘Such [‘romantic’] qualitative researchers share survey researchers’ assumption that interview responses index some external reality (“facts” or “events” for the latter group and “feelings” or “meanings” for the former).  Both groups build into their research designs various devices to ensure the accuracy of their interpretations.  So you can try to ensure that you have accurately depicted such realities and experiences by such measures as intercoder agreement and computer-assisted qualitative data programmes.  And you can check the accuracy of what your respondents tell you through other observations.//An alternative approach treats interview data as accessing various stories or narratives through which people describe their worlds…’   343   He far prefers the ‘alternative approach.  Instead of ‘through which people describe their worlds I would have said ‘…through which people establish their choice (for the moment) of their personae/their roles/the discourse communities to which they belong/the particular discourse community which they are affirming during that interview/ their identities’ - each person may belong to a number of (related) discourse communities.  ‘They refer to Richardson’s (1990) suggestion that “participation in a culture includes participation in the narratives of that culture, a general understanding of the stock of meanings and their relationships to each other.”’  345   Silverman makes reference to Miller and Glassner’s speculations arising from the fact that some female gang members say that they think of the gangs to which they belong as families which give them respect and affirmation they couldn’t find at home while other respondents state that gangs are just groups of (admittedly big) kids playing games.  Here it would be possible to account for the difference in the responses by saying that the first set of respondents is verbally performing the role of the socially alienated gang member (a pre-existing role well established in popular fiction), while the second set of respondents is verbally performing the role of socially included kid (a pre-existing role well established in other popular fictions).  To what extent would either set of responses be a window into a pre-existing reality?  Do gangs have ascertainable realities beyond the multiple realities of discourse, as presupposed by the researcher here?  Perhaps we could think of such a reality as a nexus of such performances, but surely it’s unlikely that they have an available essence?  Perhaps what I am saying could be that content analysis is not much use if the world of meanings has no content – or that what we should be analyzing is points of view rather than what people claim to see from those points of view.  And this, I suppose, marks me as a literature person, as someone who is inclined to believe that the world of meanings is ultimately a human, textual construction, or is accessible only through discourse – as someone who agrees that ‘discourse analysis [should focus] on how different versions of the world are produced though the use of interpretive repertoires, claims to “stakes” in an account (see Potter, 1997), and constructions of knowing subjects (Prior, 1997).’  349   I compare the accounts of gang membership above with another account of adolescent life in such a community, quoted by Denzin in another context on 484:


mostly the black youth in Crown Heights have two things to do -

You either


DJ, be a MC, a rapper


Or Jamaican rapper,


Ragamuffin,


Or you be a bad boy


You sell drugs or you rob people.


What do you do?


I sell drugs


What do you do?


I rap.


That’s how it is in Crown Heights.  [Anna Deavere Smith]

This is incisive poetry, but it is also incisive analysis.  And a computer programme could do nothing with it. Ideally the analyst should simultaneously perform the roles of the poet, the reader and the researcher.  A computer can’t do that.
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‘Simply put, software … cannot do the analysis for you…’ 314    ‘QDA software provides tools that help you do these things [analysis]; it does not do them for you.’  315   ‘QDA software provides tools for searching, marking up, linking, and reorganizing the data, and representing and storing your own reflections, ideas, and theorizing.’  316   Well, if software can’t do the actual analysis for you, how do you go about doing it?

The answer to this question must surely lie in what you are trying to achieve, the nature of your data, the results you expect as outputs of the application of your methods, and the use to which you want to put your results.  In confirming your interpretation you’ll look not only for internal and external coherence and correspondence in your results but also for the possibility of making fruitful use of them.  

It’s difficult to see a relation between word counts and recent, more imaginative ways of performing qualitative research, which Denzin sees as ‘central to the workings of a free democratic society’  461 – ‘the new civic, intimate, and literary journalisms … calls for critical, performance-based ethnographies … and variations on a chicano/a and African American aesthetic …’  459   [Transposed into our context, the passage would probably have to do with race, gender and class.]  ‘Claims to truth and knowledge are assessed in terms of multiple criteria, including asking if a text (a) interrogates existing cultural, sexist, and racial stereotypes, especially those connected to family, femininity, masculinity, marriage, and intimacy…; (b) gives primacy to concrete lived experience; (c) uses dialogue and an ethics based on personal responsibility, values beauty, spirituality, and love of others; (d) implements an emancipatory agenda committed to equality, freedom, social justice, and participatory democratic practices; and (e) emphasizes community, collective action, solidarity, and group empowerment…’  479-80   I agree.  One needs to intervene in the world.
The use of CAQDAS, and more generally the reduction of discourse/text/data to ‘code,’ seems to me to presuppose that the world is a stable unified phenomenon that can be understood and described in straightforward terms, and that the proper purpose of a qualitative researcher is to describe rather than to be a change agent.  Whether one should do blue-sky research or attempt to intervene is, I suppose, a matter of individual choice for each researcher, but not for me.  Our RCI money is development money, and I presume that I’m meant to foster research and research methods that lead to development.  But to be honest I would have preferred to take this line anyway, even if I were not constrained by the nature of the SANPAD enterprise.  Like Denzin, I’m a romantic.  For me the world is a place in which to act with kindness and sensitivity, in the belief that even if ‘realities’ are inextricably bound up with shifting perceptions, perceptions can hurt or heal, and in the belief that even if healing is only temporary, it’s important to try to help.
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It goes without saying that my views are embedded in postmodern, relativist grand theory, and that I see CAQDAS as being embedded in positivism, to which I don’t subscribe.  It’s also true that I’ve never done fieldwork, and that I therefore have no right to any views at all.   Doing fieldwork must make researchers tend to act as if they were positivists regardless of their theoretical affiliations.  I don’t really know.  The field in which I do my work is the printed page, on which positivism looks pretty silly.
