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ABDUCTION  This is a kind of reasoning developed by Charles Sanders 

Peirce (1839–1914) for the discovery of hypotheses or theories that differs 

from inductive and deductive inference. In many forms of qualitative inquiry 

influenced by grounded theory methodology, the aim is not to test hypotheses 

in a deductive fashion, nor to generalize from cases to a wider population (via 

inductive inference), but to discover or generate theory. Abduction is a way 

of relating an observation or case to a theory (or vice versa) that results in a 

plausible interpretation.

See also Inference.

KEY REFERENCES

Charmaz, K. “Grounded Theory Methods in Social Justice Research” in N. K. Denzin &  
Y. S. Lincoln, eds., Handbook of Qualitative Research, 4th ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 2011. 

Danermark, B., Ekström, M., Jacobsen, L., & Karlsson, J. Explaining Society: Critical 
Realism in the Social Sciences. London: Routledge, 2002.

Fann, K. T. Peirce’s Theory of Abduction. The Hague: Nijhoff, 1970.

ACTION  Qualitative inquirers often refer to their object of study as human 

or social action, as opposed to behavior. This reflects a distinction between 

meaningful action and merely reactive behavior introduced by Max Weber 

(1864–1920) and elaborated by symbolic interactionists like George Herbert 

Mead (1863–1931). Weber defined sociology as a science concerned with the 

interpretative understanding of social action, and social action as behavior 

meaningfully oriented toward the behavior of others. His four-fold typology of 

social action included instrumentally rational (zweckrational), value-rational 
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2 ACTION

(wertrational), affectual, and traditional action. In addition to Weber, Parsons, 

Dewey, Mead, Garfinkel, Giddens, and Habermas, among others, have all 

elaborated theories of action. For example, Habermas is well known for his 

sharp criticism of strategic, instrumental, or purposive-rational social action as 

the guiding interest of social inquiry. Habermas builds a case for social inquiry 

on communicative human action grounded in an emancipatory cognitive inter-

est (versus zweckrational grounded in a technical, instrumental cognitive 

interest). This idea is influential in shaping some qualitative methodologies 

that draw on the tradition of critical social science.

All approaches to qualitative inquiry at least assume some theory of 

social action. Generally, these theories display one of two general orienta-

tions: They either stress the importance of subjective consciousness (inten-

tion) in directing action, or they emphasize the significance of social praxis 

(the enactment or performance of social conduct). The former are varieties 

of the theory of intentionalism—a theory that says that the meaning of an 

action derives from the intentions of the actor (agent). Hence, the inquirer 

must adopt some means of making sense of this intention by getting inside 

the head of the agent, so to speak, or engaging in some kind of psychological 

reenactment. The latter stress the intentionality of the act itself and argue 

that to interpret the meaning of an act, the inquirer must connect the act to 

the wider context of the agent’s life, the social setting in which the act is 

performed, and so on.

The emphasis on action reflects two important ideas: First, behavior is 

purposive, intentional, and goal-directed, not simply a physical response to a 

stimulus (as claimed, for example, in behaviorism). The human agent attaches 

subjective meaning to her or his behavior. Second, interpreting subjective 

meaning requires understanding not simply individual beliefs, attitudes, 

motives, intentions, values, and the like but also intersubjective or shared 

meanings, values, understandings, and so on that interpenetrate individual 

thought and action. Thus, the qualitative inquirer assumes that subjectivity is 

not a matter of individual psychological attributes but is constituted intersub-

jectively. Charles Taylor argues that a strict neobehaviorist, empiricist account 

that claims human action can be explained by linking actors’ physically 

observable behaviors to an inventory of individual actors’ attitudes, beliefs, 

and other psychological states is mistaken, for it completely overlooks the 

notion of intersubjective, shared meanings. 

See also Agency, Meaning, Verstehen.
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ACTION RESEARCH 3

KEY REFERENCES

Cohen, J. “Theories of Action and Praxis,” in B. S. Turner, ed., The Blackwell 
Companion to Social Theory. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1996.

Habermas, J. The Theory of Communicative Action, Vol. 1 Reason and Rationalization 
of Society, T. McCarthy, ed. and trans. Boston: Beacon Press, 1981.

Joas, H. The Creativity of Action, J. Gaines & P. Keast, trans. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1996.

Taylor, C. “Interpretation and the Sciences of Man,” Review of Metaphysics 1971, 25, 3–51.
Weber, M. “Basic Sociological Terms,” in Economy and Society, G. Roth & C. Wittich, 

trans. New York: Bedminster, 1968.

ACTION RESEARCH The term was coined by social psychologist Kurt 

Lewin (1890–1947) in the 1940s to describe a particular kind of research that 

united the experimental approach of social science with programs of social 

action to address social problems. Lewin argued that social problems (as 

opposed to a scientist’s own theoretical interests) should serve as the impulse 

for social research. He developed a model of social inquiry that involved a 

spiral of interlocking cycles of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. 

Although Lewin’s approach was well received in organizational research in 

the 1960s and 1970s, action research has been subject to various criticisms 

over the years within the social scientific community. Some of these criticisms 

include that action research is not “real” research because it does not meet 

criteria of a valid scientific methodology, that it is little more than refined 

common sense and not rigorous empirical research, and that it blurs an import-

ant distinction that should be maintained between theory and practice. Various 

forms of action research are alive and well today, however, in the fields of 

education, organizational and community development, and work life research.

Theories and methodologies of action research are found under a variety 

of different labels—for example, action inquiry, action science, participatory 

inquiry, pragmatic action research, collaborative inquiry, cooperative inquiry, 

and participatory action research. For example, building on the work of Lewin 

and John Dewey (1859–1952), Chris Argyris (1923–2013) and Donald Schön 

(1931–1977) developed a particular form of action research called action sci-

ence. It seeks to advance basic (or theoretical) knowledge while it simultane-

ously aims to solve practical problems in organizations and communities. It 

provides strategies for both problem framing or setting and problem solving 

and links the two activities in a feedback cycle called “double loop learning.” 
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4 AGENCY (VS. STRUCTURE)

Action scientists work collaboratively with participants to solve problems of 

practice in particular organizational learning contexts. Reflection and experi-

mentation are encouraged as ongoing processes. Action science employs a 

variety of methods for generating data including observations, interviews, 

action experiments, and participant-written cases and accounts.

According to Wilfred Carr and Stephen Kemmis, all action research has 

the aims of improvement and involvement: Involvement refers to the partici-

pation of practitioners in all phases of planning, acting, observing, and reflect-

ing. Improvement is a matter of changing the situation in which a particular 

social practice takes place, enhancing the understanding that practitioners 

have of their practice or their capacity to control it, remaking the practice 

itself, or all of these.

See also Participatory Action Research.

KEY REFERENCES

Argyris, C., Putnam, R., & McClain Smith, D. Action Science. San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1985.

Carr, W., & Kemmis, S. Becoming Critical. London: Falmer Press, 1986.
Greenwood, D., & Levin, M. Introduction to Action Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage, 1998.
Reason, P., & Bradbury, H., eds. Handbook of Action Research: Participative Inquiry 

and Practice. London: Sage, 2001.
Schön, D. The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action. New York: 

Basic Books, 1983.

AGENCY (VS. STRUCTURE) The term human agency signals the capac-

ity of individuals to perceive their situation, reason about it, consciously mon-

itor their action, form motives, act independently, make choices, and so on. 

Structure, on the other hand, refers to enduring, patterned social arrangements 

that influence or limit individual choice (e.g., class structure). The agency 

versus structure problem is the sociological version of the philosophical prob-

lem of free will versus determinism. In developing social theory, scholars take 

various positions on the relative weight to be attached to human agency versus 

structures. Consider, for example, the difference between functionalist theories 

that emphasize the social system or the contribution of social institutions to the 

constitution of society versus symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology 
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ANTINATURALISM 5

that place human agency at the core of society. The social theories of Anthony 

Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) are examples of attempts to resolve 

or overcome the tension between structure and agency.

KEY REFERENCES

Baert, P. Social Theory in the Twentieth Century. New York: New York University 
Press, 1998.

Holton, R. J. “Classical Sociological Theory,” in B. S. Turner, ed., The Blackwell 
Companion to Social Theory. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1996.

ANALYTIC GENERALIZATION See GENERALIZATION

ANALYTIC INDUCTION See DATA ANALYSIS.

ANALYTIC MEMOS See MEMOING.

ANALYZING VIDEO See VISUAL RESEARCH METHODS.

ANTI-ESSENTIALISM See CONSTRUCTIVISM.

ANTINATURALISM This is one of four basic approaches to the study  

of social phenomena (the others are naturalism, pluralism, and critical social 

science). Antinaturalists claim that the study of social phenomena cannot  

and should not be undertaken using the same methods of inquiry and with the 

same goal and modes of explanation that the natural sciences employ to study 

natural phenomena. For the antinaturalist, there are particular and distinctive 

features of the social world: (a) The social or human sciences deal with phe-

nomena that are intentional—the meaningful action of individuals—whereas 

the subject matter of the natural sciences is the behavior of physical phenom-

ena; consequently, (b) social phenomena, unlike natural phenomena, do 

not admit to causal explanation—the inquirer must attempt to understand 

(vs. explain) social action by reference to the ways in which humans experience 
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6 APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY

their activities and give meaning to them. Antinaturalists can be found among 

scholars who embrace Verstehen approaches, phenomenological sociology, 

and philosophical hermeneutics as well as some feminist inquirers.

See also Action, Authenticity, Explanation, Intentionalism.

KEY REFERENCES

Outhwaite, W. Understanding Social Life: The Method Called Verstehen. London: 
George Allen & Unwin, 1975.

Taylor, C. Philosophy and the Human Sciences. Philosophical Papers 2. Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1985.

APPLIED ANTHROPOLOGY This term refers to a form of anthropology 

where anthropological data, perspectives, theory, and methods are put to direct 

use to identify and solve problems in a variety of arenas including public 

health, medicine, education, business, and international development.

KEY REFERENCE

Kedia, S., & van Willigen, J. Applied Anthropology: Domains of Application. Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 2005.

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY This is a social constructionist approach to 

organizational change and development that, rather than focusing on defining 

and fixing problems, begins by appreciating what is best within an organiza-

tion, building on existing organizational achievements, strengths, and skills. 

Developed in the early 1970s at Case Western Reserve University primarily to 

help corporations sharpen their competitive advantage, appreciative inquiry 

has now extended into the fields of evaluation and community development. 

It shares the general philosophy of participatory, collaborative approaches to 

research and evaluation and commonly makes use of the typical means of 

generating qualitative data (e.g., observations, interviews, focus groups).

KEY REFERENCES

Preskill, H., & Catsambas, T. T. Reframing Evaluation Through Appreciative Inquiry. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2006.
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ATOMISM 7

Watkins, J. M., & Mohr, B. J. Appreciative Inquiry: Change at the Speed of 
Imagination. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2001.

ARTIFACT (ARTEFACT) Products of human workmanship or handcraft-

ing, for example, a tool, text, work of art, monument, or photograph, are often 

referred to as artifacts. An artifact is an object that carries meaning about the 

culture of its creators and users. Understanding and interpreting the composi-

tion, historical circumstances, function, purpose, and so on of artifacts is 

central to the study of material culture.

KEY REFERENCE

Tilley, C. “Ethnography and Material Culture,” in P. Atkinson, A. Coffey, S. Delamont, 
J. Lofland, & L. Lofland, eds., Handbook of Ethnography. London: Sage, 2001.

ARTS-BASED INQUIRY Also known as arts-based educational research 

(ABER), this is an intellectual and practical development within the broad 

field of qualitative inquiry that challenges the idea that social inquiry and 

educational research must conform to norms of science. It reflects multiple 

interests in the intersection of arts, education, the humanities, and research. 

This kind of inquiry explores the arts as performance and mode of persuasion, 

as a means of self-exploration, as a form of pedagogy, and as a mode of rep-

resenting knowledge. There are strong affinities between this development and 

performance texts, poetic representations of data and interpretations, autoeth-

nography, ethnodrama, and the like.

See also Qualitative Inquiry.

KEY REFERENCES

Barone, T., & Eisner, E. Arts-Based Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2012.
Mullen, C. A., & Finley, S., eds. Special Issue: “Arts-Based Approaches to Qualitative 

Inquiry.” Qualitative Inquiry, 2003, 9(2).

ATOMISM This is the notion that selves/individuals are self-contained 

entities, each uniquely distinct and separate from others. Also known as 

ontological atomism, the central atomist claim is that individuals are what 
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8 AUDIENCE ETHNOGRAPHY

they are independently of their relations to others. This idea was perhaps 

most famously promoted in the political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes 

(1588–1679) and it is widely recognized as a cornerstone of Enlightenment 

thought. This doctrine is challenged by the view of the self as a process 

rather than an entity, something fluid and changeable that is accomplished 

and constructed in interaction with others (i.e., dialogically or relationally). 

Atomism is an individualistic and psychological perspective on the nature 

of social life that sharply contrasts with the idea of holism. This debate is 

of consequence for qualitative inquiry in several ways. For example, holism 

is assumed in the sociological perspective that informs much of qualitative 

inquiry (e.g., symbolic interactionism). Also, criticism of the doctrine of 

atomistic selves informs the idea of the constructed “subject” who lies 

within or behind the person being interviewed or observed.

KEY REFERENCES

Fay, B. Contemporary Philosophy of Science. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1996.
Holstein, J. A., & Gubrium, J. F. “Inside Interviewing: New Lenses, New Concerns,” 

in J. A. Holstein & J. F. Gubrium, eds., Inside Interviewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage, 2003.

Taylor, C. “The Dialogical Self,” in D. R. Hiley, J. Bohman, & R. Schusterman, eds., 
The Interpretive Turn. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991.

Taylor, C. Sources of the Self. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992.

AUDIENCE ETHNOGRAPHY Often used in communications studies 

and marketing, this is a form of ethnography that explores how audiences 

produce meaning from media discourses such as television news.

KEY REFERENCES

Alastuutari, P. Rethinking the Media Audience. London: Sage, 1999.
Moores, S. Interpreting Audiences: Ethnography of Media Consumption. London: 

Sage, 1993.

AUDIOTAPING Because of the prominent use of interview data in qualitative 

inquiry, both technological and methodological issues in audio recording and 

transcribing interviews require close attention. A recording device of any kind is 
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AUDIT CULTURE/SOCIETY 9

part of the creation of a social context for the interview, and the quality of a tran-

scription is a vital aspect of establishing the dependability of qualitative inquiries.

See also Interviewing, Transcription.

KEY REFERENCES

Bradley, D. “Making and Managing Audio Recordings, ” in C. Seale, ed., Researching 
Society and Culture, 2nd ed. London: Sage, 2004.

Markle, D. T., West, R. E., & Rich, P. J. “Beyond Transcription: Technology, Change, 
and Refinement of Method,” Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 2011, 12(3).

Poland, B. D. “Transcription Quality,” in J. A. Holstein & J. F. Gubrium, eds., Inside 
Interviewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003.

AUDIT CULTURE/SOCIETY The significance of auditing to social the-

ory arises as practices of program and performance auditing proliferate in 

hospitals, schools, universities, social services, and government agencies. An 

auditing mentality or audit culture is closely associated with neoliberal theo-

ries of governance and the reform ideology of New Public Management 

(NPM). The general thrust of the reform is to improve the efficiency and per-

formance of public sector organizations by making services more responsive 

to users or consumers, applying private sector management techniques with a 

strong focus on benchmarking and measured performance, and creating a 

performance-oriented culture in the public sector. Critics argue that the reform 

has given rise to so many control mechanisms and audit and review proce-

dures that we are living in the audit society or audit culture. 

Auditing is viewed as an example of what Lyotard called the performa-

tivity that is characteristic of modernity—that is, the drive for efficiency, per-

fection, completion, and measurement that strongly shapes conceptions of 

knowledge, politics, and ethics. Some scholars argue that auditing (and asso-

ciated practices such as total quality management, performance indicators, 

League tables, results-oriented management, and monitoring systems) is not 

simply a set of techniques but a system of values and goals that becomes 

inscribed in social practices thereby influencing the self-understanding of a 

practice and its role in society. To be audited, an organization (or practice like 

teaching or providing mental health care) must transform itself into an audit-

able commodity—auditing thus reshapes in its own image those organizations 

and practices which are monitored for performance. Others argue that audit 
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10 AUDIT TRAIL 

culture or society promotes the normative ideal that monitoring systems and 

accountability ought to replace the complex social-political processes entailed 

in the design and delivery of social and educational services and the inevitably 

messy give-and-take of human interactions. Still others contend that the grow-

ing influence of an audit culture contributes to the disappearance of the idea 

of publicness as traditional public service norms of citizenship, representation, 

equality, accountability, impartiality, openness, responsiveness, and justice are 

being marginalized or replaced by business norms like competitiveness, effi-

ciency, productivity, profitability, and consumer satisfaction.

KEY REFERENCES

Power, M. The Audit Society: Rituals of Verification. Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Press, 1997.

Strathern, M. Audit Cultures: Anthropological Studies in Accountability, Ethics, and 
the Academy. London: Routledge, 2000.

AUDIT TRAIL See AUDITING

AUDITING (IN QUALITATIVE RESEARCH) This is a procedure whereby 

an independent, third-party examiner systematically reviews an audit trail main-

tained by the inquirer. The purpose of the audit is to render a judgment about the 

dependability of procedures employed by the inquirer and the extent to which the 

conclusions or findings of the study are confirmable. An audit trail is a systemat-

ically maintained documentation system. It is an organized collection of materials 

that includes the data generated in a study; a statement of the theoretical frame-

work that shaped the study at the outset; explanations of concepts, models, and 

the like that were developed as part of the effort to make sense of the data (often 

the product of memoing); a description of the procedures used to generate data 

and analyze them; a statement of the findings or conclusions of the investigation; 

notes about the process of conducting the study; personal notes; and copies of 

instruments used to guide the generation and analysis of data. The audit trail can 

serve dual purposes: It can be used by the inquirer as a means of managing record 

keeping and encouraging reflexivity about procedures, and, as noted above, it can 

be used by a third-party examiner to attest to the use of dependable procedures 

and the generation of confirmable findings on the part of the inquirer.
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AUTHENTICITY 11

See also Trustworthiness Criteria.

KEY REFERENCES

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. Naturalistic Inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1985.
Schwandt, T. A., & Halpern, E. S. Linking Auditing and Metaevaluation. Newbury 

Park, CA: Sage, 1989.

AUTHENTICITY Two senses of this term are relevant to qualitative 

inquiry. First, authenticity is regarded as a feature unique to naturalistic 

inquiry (and ethnographic naturalism), an approach to inquiry that aims to 

generate a genuine or true (i.e., authentic) understanding of people’s experi-

ences. This genuine understanding, also spoken of as seeing the world from 

the actors’ point of view, is achieved through the methods of unstructured 

interviewing and participant observation. Second, authenticity is a key notion 

in the German idealist tradition, in the German tradition of phenomenology, 

and in the philosophical and literary tradition of existentialism. Broadly speak-

ing, key figures in these traditions—e.g., Husserl (1859–1938), Heidegger 

(1889–1976), Nietzsche (1844–1900), Sartre (1905–1980), and Merleau-

Ponty (1907–1961)—shared a strong hostility to technological modernity and 

to the ideology of scientism. They argued, although in different ways, that our 

authentic (and fundamental) way of experiencing and engaging the world as 

human beings is through structures of meaning or significance. For these 

scholars, human existence is fundamentally different in kind than the existence 

of natural objects studied in the natural sciences. They saw in modernity and 

scientism a danger to treat human existence or human being as simply another 

kind of natural object to be studied via the methods of the natural sciences. 

They feared that this way of thinking led to viewing human existence in objec-

tifying and alienating ways—being was becoming stripped of its unique sig-

nificance. For example, Sartre argued that regarding the “self” as a subject for 

science required adopting the third-person point of view that is disengaged 

from the experience of self during everyday engaged existence. It is in this 

context that authenticity refers to a notion of being or existence that is not 

objectified. An authentic life is a condition of significance; it is emotionally 

appropriate living, clearly facing up to one’s responsibility for what one’s life 

has been and is becoming. The opposites of authenticity are inauthenticity, 

estrangement, objectification, and alienation, all of which point, in different 
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12 AUTHENTICITY CRITERIA

ways, to a life dehumanized and stripped of responsibility and purpose, to a 

flight from the fundamental situatedness and embodiedness of self. Living 

authentically—resisting unthinking conformism, the objectification of exis-

tence, and possessive individualism—is often regarded as the central problem 

of modern social and political life.

See also Experience.

KEY REFERENCES

Cooper, D. E. “Modern European Philosophy,” in N. Bunnin & E. P. Tsui-James, eds., 
The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy. Oxford, UK: Blackwell, 1996.

Guignon, C. “Heidegger’s ‘Authenticity’ Revisited,” Review of Metaphysics 1984, 38, 
321–339.

Taylor, C. The Ethics of Authenticity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991.

AUTHENTICITY CRITERIA Yvonna Lincoln and Egon Guba (1924–

2008) developed these criteria (and associated procedures) for judging the 

kind of qualitative inquiry that has its origins in a constructivist epistemology. 

The criteria are as follows:

 (a) Fairness—refers to the extent to which respondents’ different con-

structions of concerns and issues and their underlying values are solic-

ited and represented in a balanced, even-handed way by the inquirer. 

(Lincoln and Guba defined constructions as the outcomes of various 

ways that individuals have of making sense of some situation, event, 

and so on.)

 (b) Ontological authenticity—concerned with the extent to which respon-

dents’ own constructions are enhanced or made more informed and 

sophisticated as a result of their having participated in the inquiry.

 (c) Educative authenticity—concerned with the extent to which partici-

pants in an inquiry develop greater understanding and appreciation of 

the constructions of others.

 (d) Catalytic authenticity—refers to the extent to which action is stimu-

lated and facilitated by the inquiry process.

 (e) Tactical authenticity—refers to the extent to which participants in the 

inquiry are empowered to act.

See also Trustworthiness Criteria.

                                                                  Copyright ©2016 by SAGE Publications, Inc. 
This work may not be reproduced or distributed  in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher. 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



AUTHORITY 13

KEY REFERENCE

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. Fourth Generation Evaluation. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 
1989.

AUTHORITY This notion figures prominently in postmodern and poststruc-

turalist criticisms of ethnography wherein it is commonplace to criticize a 

text’s “call to authority.” This concern about the authority of any ethnographic 

account is intimately connected to the current crisis of legitimation in the 

human sciences. Critics claim that traditional ethnographers establish their 

authority through two textual (rhetorical) strategies: First, there is an experien-

tial appeal—the ethnographer claims that he or she was “there,” in the field, and 

thereby acquired first-hand the experience of the other’s world, way of life, and 

so on. Second, the ethnographer as author then suppresses in the act of writing 

the “I” of the observer. He or she is absent from the text as a genuine author 

with personal subjectivities, interests, and dispositions and simply impersonally 

narrates what he or she saw and heard. Taken collectively, these two strategies 

serve to establish the ethnographer’s account as authoritative. In other words, 

the reader is led to believe that whatever the ethnographer experienced by being 

in the field, and accordingly reported in the text, would be more or less what 

any equally well-trained observer would experience and report.

According to postmodern and poststructuralist critics, this bid to estab-

lish the authority of the text is closely wedded to the realist assumption that 

there is a genuine, valid account of the way life really is for those being 

studied and that this “real” life can be (relatively) unproblematically captured 

and represented in the ethnographer’s account. Hence, criticism of a text’s 

call to authority is at once a criticism of an ideology of the immediacy of 

experience and the transparency of representation. For the postmodern eth-

nographer, there is no such thing as a “real” account of the way of life of 

others—all accounts are contested, partial, incomplete, written from some 

particular standpoint, advance some particular interest, and so on. Any claim 

that a particular textual account is a valid representation (a faithful, accurate 

rendering) of others’ lifeworlds is nothing more than an effort on the part of 

the author to persuade the reader that the author’s account is authoritative. 

Thus, traditional concerns with validity are replaced by concerns with how a 

text seeks to legitimate itself; how the authority of the text is established. The 

postmodern ethnographer seeks to decenter his or her own authority, to render 
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14 AUTOETHNOGRAPHY

more visible the ways in which the text produces a particular inscription of 

reality, and to disperse or share the authoritativeness of a textual account by 

featuring more dialogic and polyvocal textual forms.

See also Crisis of Legitimation, Ethnographic Realism, Literary Turn (in Social 

Science), Representation.

KEY REFERENCES
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Clifford, J., & Marcus, G. E., eds., Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of 

Ethnography. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986.
Van Maanen, J. Tales of the Field: On Writing Ethnography. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1988.

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY Originally defined as the cultural study of one’s 

own people, this term now commonly refers to a particular form of writing that 

seeks to unite ethnographic (looking outward at a world beyond one’s own) and 

autobiographical (gazing inward for a story of one’s self) intentions. The aim 

in composing an autoethnographic account is to keep both the subject (knower) 

and object (that which is being examined) in simultaneous view. It is commonly 

claimed that the striking stories that frequently comprise autoethnography are 

intended to illustrate and evoke rather than to state or make a claim, and that 

the author of such a text aims to invite readers into the text to relive the expe-

rience rather than to interpret or analyze what the author is saying. 

See also Experience, Narrative, Writing Strategies.

KEY REFERENCES

Denzin, N. K. Interpretive Autoethnography, 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2014.
Ellis, C. “Evocative Autoethnography: Writing Emotionally About Our Lives,” in 

W. G. Tierney & Y. S. Lincoln, eds., Representation and the Text: Re-framing 
the Narrative Voice. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1997.

Ellis, C., Adams, T. E., & Bochner, A. P. “Autoethnography: An Overview,” Forum: 
Qualitative Social Research, 2011, 12(1).

Ellis, C., & Bochner, A. P. “Autoethnography, Personal Narrative, Reflexivity: 
Researcher as Subject,” in N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln, eds., Handbook of 
Qualitative Research, 2nd ed.. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005.
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Hayano, D. M. “Autoethnography,” Human Organization, 1979, 38, 99–104.
Muncey, T. Creating Autoethnographies. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2010.
Reed-Danahay, D. Auto/ethnography: Rewriting the Self and the Social. Oxford, UK: 

Berg, 1997.

AXIOLOGY This is the study of what things are good and how good they 

are, or more simply, the philosophical study of value or value theory.

KEY REFERENCE

Schroeder, M., “Value Theory,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Summer, 
2012. Available at http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2012/entries/value-theory/
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