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INTERPRETATIVISM CRITERIA 
 
 
Abstract: Sufficient attention has recently been given to interpretative and constructivistic 
stands. Nevertheless, it is obvious that the current work within these methodologies reflects a 
synthetic impulse of postmodern Zeitgeits. For decades after it was created in the challenges of 
scientism and the efforts of bringing social science research back to its main focus on the world 
of everyday experience, phenomenological-interpretative perspective has merged with the 
findings from the fields of constructivistic epistemology, feministic methodologies, post-
structuralism, postmodernism and critical hermeneutics. The aspiration for re-description and re-
conceptualization has often caused a surprising range of conflict considerations. At the same 
time, it has shown that the controversies “at home” are now far more intellectually vital and 
interesting than the simplicistic debates between the so called quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies still led in some academic circles. Our attention has been caught by these 
challenges from within mostly directed to four questions of interpretative work: the persistent 
problems of criteria and objectivity, the lack of critical ground, the problem of researcher’s 
authority and privilege and the confusion of psychological and epistemological statements.  
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A brief review of contemporary literature on methodology shows that interpretativistic and 
constructivistic standpoints have hold main positions in the discussions. The current work in the 
mentioned methodologies reflects a synthetic impulse of postmodern Zeitgeits. For decades after 
it was created in the challenges of scientism and the efforts of bringing social science research 
back to its main focus on the world of everyday experience, phenomenological-interpretative 
perspective has merged with the findings from the fields of constructivistic epistemology, 
feministic methodologies, post-structuralism, postmodernism and critical hermeneutics.1 The 
aspiration for re-description and re-conceptualization has often caused a surprising range of 
conflict considerations. At the same time, it has shown that the controversies “at home” are now 
far more intellectually vital and interesting than the simplicistic debates between the so called 
quantitative and qualitative methodologies that have still been led in some academic circles. 
These challenges from within which have caught our attention have mostly been directed to four 
questions of interpretative work:  
 

- the persistent problems of criteria and objectivity,  
- the lack of critical ground,  

                                                           
1 For the discussion on the difference between postmodernism and poststructuralism see di Leonardo (1991) and Roseanu (1992).  
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- the problem of researcher’s authority and privilege and  
- the confusion of psychological and epistemological statements.  

 
What also deserves our attention, apart from the mentioned issues of interpretative work, are the 
discussions on the nature of paradigms. In other words, they have remained unexplained and 
therefore they will be dealt with in the text to follow.  
 
 

The nature of paradigms:  
 

Paradigms as basic systems of beliefs grounded on ontological, 
epistemological and methodological assumptions  

 
A paradigm can be viewed as a set of basic beliefs (or metaphysics) dealing with basic or 
original principles. It represents a world view defining (for the person it belongs to) the nature of 
“the world”, the place of an individual in the world, as well as the range of possible relations 
with the world and its parts, similarly to, for example, cosmologies or theologies.2 Beliefs are 
basic in the sense that they have to be accepted simply according to belief or faith (no matter 
how well grounded they are); i.e., there is no way to confirm their ultimate truthfulness. If it had 
been so, the philosophical debates reflected upon on these pages would have been resolved 
millenniums ago.  
 
What research paradigms define for researchers is what they imply, what they are about, what is 
to be included within their frame and what is beyond the limits of a legitimate research. Basic 
beliefs defining research paradigms can be summed up in the responses given by advocates of 
any paradigm to three main questions, intertwined in such a way that an answer given to any of 
the questions, regardless the sequence, would determine the answers to the other two. Lincoln 
and Guba have chosen the order they believe reflects logical (but not mandatory) primacy:  
 

1. Ontological question. What is the form and the nature of reality, and at the same time, 
what can be found out about the reality? For example, if “a real world” is assumed, what 
can be grasped about it actually is “what things really are” or “how things really 
function”. Consequently, only the questions referring to the things of “real” existence and 
“real” action are allowed; other questions, like for example those dealing with the issues 
of aesthetic or moral importance are beyond the domain of legitimate scientific research.  

2. Epistemological question. What is the nature of the relation between the one who knows 
or the one who will know, or what is possible to be known? The answer to be given to the 
question is limited by the answer already given to the ontological question; i.e. it is not 
possible to postulate any relation at this point. If, for example, “real” world is assumed, 
the attitude of the one who knows has to be the standpoint of objective limitedness or the 
standpoint of being disengaged from values, in order to be able to learn “what things 
really are” and “how things really function” (and vice versa, the assumption of objective 
standpoint implies the existence of the “real” world in which one has to be objective).  

3. Methodological issue. How can a researcher (the one who will know) find out anything 
considered possible to learn? Again, the answer to the question is conditioned by the 
answer to previous questions. For example, “real” reality investigated by an “objective” 

                                                           
2 Robert Stake (1993) reminds us that the standpoints of the paradigms represented here should not “exclude the belief that there are worlds 
within words, with their own paradigms. Even the smallest parts have their own cosmologies.”  
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researchers imposes control of possible disturbing factors, with no regard whether the 
methods are qualitative (for example, observational) or quantitative (for example 
covariance analysis and vice versa – the choice of manipulative methodology (for 
example, an experiment) implies one’s ability to be objective, as well as a real world to 
be objective about). The essence is that methodological question cannot be boiled down 
to the question of methods; methods have to be built into predetermined methodologies. 

 
These three questions have served to Lincoln and Guba, as well as others, as a starting point for 
the analysis of numerous methodologies they have considered.  
 
 

Paradigms as human constructions 
 
It has already been stated that paradigms, as sets of basic beliefs, are not open to proving in 
any conventional sense; in other words, many authors consider that there is no way to raise 
one above another according to ultimate, basic criteria. It is also significant to point out here 
that there is a standpoint suggesting that such a state of affairs does not lead to radical relativistic 
attitude (see Guba, 1992). In other words, it has been considered that any of the most analysed 
paradigms simply represents the most informed and the most sophisticated view their advocates 
managed to design, having in mind the way they have chosen to answer the three defining 
questions. Therefore Lincoln and Guba consider that the sets of given questions permeate 
all cases of human construction. That is to say, these are all inventions of human mind, 
subjected to human error. There is no construction which is or can be indisputably 
infallible; advocates of any specific construction have to rely on persuasiveness and 
usefulness, and not a proof when they offer arguments in favour of their standpoint.  
 
What is true for paradigms refers to analyses. All which is in further analyses of relations 
between paradigms stated can also be considered their constructions we may or may not 
agree with, due to the fact that there is not unambiguous logic or indisputable proofs.  
 
 

Main beliefs as accepted and alternative research paradigms 
 
 

In their analyses of previous and other issues, Lincoln and Guba have started describing answers 
they considered those suggesting each paradigm would give to the above described questions. 
The answers (in a way they construed them) are illustrated in the Table 1, consisting of tree rows 
representing ontological, epistemological and methodological questions and four columns 
matching most discussed paradigms. The table also involves the following terms:  
 

- positivism being “the accepted view” dominating formal discourse of science and social 
science for about 400 years.  

- post-positivism representing the efforts made in the recent few decades to offer in a 
limited way (i.e. remaining within the essentially same set of basic beliefs) the most 
problematic criticism of positivism,  

- critical theory being, in the case of these authors, a term marking a set of several 
alternative paradigms, involving (but not limited to) neo-Marxism, feminism, 
materialism, and participatory research   
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Table 1. Basic beliefs (metaphysics) of alternative research paradigms  
  Positivism

  
Post-positivism Critical theory Constructivism  

 

 
 
Ontology  
  

 
naive 
relativism  – 
“real” reality, 
possible to 
understand  

 
critical realism –  
“real” reality, but the 
one possible to be 
only imperfectly and 
probabilistically 
grasped  

 
historical realism –  
virtual reality shaped 
by social, political, 
cultural, economic, 
and gender values; 
crystallized in time  

 
relativism –  
local and specifically 
construed realities   

 
 
Epistemology  

 
dualistic/ 
objectivistic; 
findings are 
true  

 
modified 
dualistic/objectivistic; 
critical 
tradition/community; 
findings are probably 
true 
 
 

 
transactional/ 
subjectivistic; 
findings to be 
obtained according to 
values  

 
transactional/  
subjectivistic; 
created findings  
 

 
 
Methodology  

 
experimental/  
manipulative; 
hypotheses 
verification; 
mostly 
quantitative 
methods 

 
modified/ 
experimental 
/manipulative;  
hypotheses 
refutation; can 
involve qualitative 
methods  
 

 
dialogical /dialectical  

 
hermeneutic/dialectic  

 
As it can be seen, the critical theory itself could be divided into three branches:  
 

• post-structuralism, 
• post-modernism and 
• the combination of the two.  

 
Regardless of the differences between them, the common differentiating assumption of all the 
variants is the one referring to the nature of research determined by values – that is, 
epistemological difference. Grouping of the standpoints in a single category is a matter of 
judgement.  We will not try to justify this individual standpoint.  
 
The term constructivism refers to alternative paradigm whose differentiation assumption 
ranges from ontological realism to ontological relativism. These positions will become clearer 
in the following text.  
 
It seems significant to draw reader’s attention to two warnings insisted on by the authors whose 
standpoints are discussed in the text (i.e. Lincoln and Guba). The first refers to the standpoint 
that, even though other authors are inclined to believe that the paradigms we are dealing with can 
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have a meaning even in the domain of natural science, it seems that such a belief cannot be 
completely defended. Consequently, the comments to be made in the text should be understood 
as limited to social science.  
 
Secondly, the authors themselves have emphasized that, except positivism, all the discussed 
paradigms are in the phase of forming; no final answers have been reached by their 
advocates on their definitions, meanings or implications. Therefore numerous discussions 
dealing with them can be considered only overviews of beliefs and attempts of 
understanding; it seems that they, before all, should be considered a subject of further 
revisions and reformulations.  
 
 

Problems and perspectives of qualitative research in pedagogy  
 

 
Why is it that qualitative methodological paradigm has spread in pedagogic research so fast? Is 
qualitative research a research concept especially suitable for pedagogical science? Or is it true, 
as it has been considered by some authors, that qualitative methodological paradigm is a specific 
pedagogic research paradigm? In order to deal with the previous questions more closely, it is 
necessary to once again refer to pedagogic discussion led in the 1970ies dominated by 
competition between three great theoretical and methodological positions: spiritual-scientific 
pedagogy, empirical pedagogical science and critical pedagogical science. The tensions have 
loosened and the conflicts have become less passionate, while cognitive meaning and social 
action of connecting the three paradigms started to diminish. At the same time, action research, 
as one of the consequences of the movements within methodological discussion, has reached 
both its theoretical and practical-political limits. Through views on qualitative paradigm it has 
been possible to realize a current trend within social-scientific theoretical and methodological 
development simultaneously connecting it with its own scientific tradition of hermeneutic 
thinking without bringing it at the same time in connection with practical-political refutation of 
action research. Qualitative research should certainly be grateful for such a positive reception, 
having in mind the fact that qualitative research has been nurtured within spiritual scientific 
tradition, supported by negative attitude towards empirically-qualified research (positivistic, 
mechanicistic, dehumanizing, meaningless, technocratic); quantomania has not even started to 
permeate pedagogy in comparison to some other related sciences; the part of this discussion is 
initiated by the advocates of qualitative research.   
 
During 1980ies, along with the research with feministic omen at international level, the context 
of discussion was broadly developed rejecting just established form of social and scientific-
pedagogical research while “other” alternative research concepts were searched for; at the same 
time, qualitative models were offered as an alternative promising success – a circumstance, 
additionally encouraging the perception of the proposition. Making attempts at providing lump 
formulations, neglecting internal differences and controversies, numerous authors have then 
come to the standpoint that qualitative paradigm is not a true scientific research concept solely in 
pedagogy. There are two argumentations in favour of such a standpoint: firstly, the whole 
spectrum of qualitative methodology has been applied in other social sciences; therefore there is 
no de facto exclusive right of pedagogical science. In other words, there should not, i.e. there 
must not be any exclusive right, i.e. monopolistic demand on methods among disciplines.  
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Secondly, and it seems to be decisive, it is not possible to imagine what might be really true 
scientific research method in pedagogy, i.e. the one accepting specific interests; as such it could 
not be meaningfully accepted in any other discipline. It is believed that it could be stated that the 
specific feature of scientific-pedagogic research refers to use of all forms of research (empirical, 
hermeneutics and ideological criticism, basic research and applied research); however this means 
to state that it actually is not specific, having in mind that, according to the subject, i.e. question 
formulation, it uses everything. According to some authors, a uniting feature might be still 
articulated on principle, i.e. normatively funded interest of pedagogic science to improve human 
relations (among other things through education), imposing a need for scientific pedagogic 
research to prepare suitable knowledge and ways. Numerous authors hold that such an interest 
can be regulated. It can also be shared. At the same time this does not mean that there is no 
obligation to provide a sound argumentation of instrumental suitability of the gained insights and 
the ways they were obtained, starting from the desired aims. Furthermore, there is an implied 
need to foresee the consequences of awareness, unintentional and undesired, as side effects of 
targeted aims and chosen strategies.  
 
What is also relevant for the issue of respect for qualitatively gained results is the question of 
their representation. This is not directed to correct reflection of social reality, its representation, 
having in mind the suspicion in the truthfulness of reality understating within qualitative research 
through the theory of reflection. This is a point of intersection where qualitative research, social 
and epistemological constructivism have been meeting, to be joined by the established 
postmodernistic belief on impossibility to represent anything. Frequently quoted 
“representation crisis”, i.e. the doubt in the possibility to represent one’s own experience or 
even to communicate it to others, has within qualitative research led to non-experimental, 
non-linear forms of representation of researcher’s own experience in a field: where, 
probably, we can talk only of experience; finally they can be representative only through 
open, expressive, poetic forms (lyrics, paintings, plays, dances, costumes…). In such a way 
qualitative research, i.e. the representation of its results, as an independent social world, would 
be pushed into those who were initially “in the field” of the observed and scientific community, 
or external observers. Consequently, ethnography would probably be as occult as the subject 
field leading to its (self-)staged quality. Formulated in more general manner and less 
polemically, it could be stated that through representative – critical, constructivistic reserve, 
personal problems of the researchers working on the issues of representation would in the end 
become a real subject of research report, which again would be, for the reader him/herself, 
interpretationally rather modest: an endless exchange.  
 
 

Necessity and possibility of explication of importance of  
interpretatively gained statements  

 
 

Since the beginning of the recent discussion on qualitative methods, a question has been a 
current issue, as one of the decisive systematic problems of the paradigm, referring to necessity 
and possibility of explication of interpretatively gained statements importance. While qualitative 
research has risen the issue at the level of scientific-theoretical discourse thus successfully 
moving it away form practical work, qualitative researchers see themselves as those continuously 
exposed to critical reflexive question dealing with truthfulness of their results: the suspicion 
remains that this is “only” subjectively coloured journalism, non-generalized individually 
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described cases; in a word, it is about those not controlled and not possible to control, only 
literary and probably for certain mission engaged activities, but it is not about science. This 
permanent legitimacy pressure has been principally welcomed by some authors, if it is really 
carried out in constructivistic sense, involving cognitive-methodological problems of 
quantitative-empirical research.  
 
It is beyond dispute that any form of scientific insight in pedagogy, at both theoretical and 
research-practical level has to justify the level of respect when its results are in question. It 
would be fatal if qualitative research liberated itself from this legitimacy discourse, only 
giving a warning about the intuition of its research subjects and/or their good intentions in 
the interest of this or that group or mission; it would also be fatal for it to reject the issue of 
respect, due to the fact that the pressure of argumentation is understood as terror, 
regarding qualitative research as a type of life form. Contrary to this, it cannot deprive 
itself from what for science in a sense is a constitutive principle of discursive universalism 
that any form of science in method and result is communicative and should be kept open to 
exchange of critical arguments. Closure and rejection of communication is a true opposite 
of science. According to some authors, qualitative research (within pedagogic science as 
well) has due to its demanding cognitive programme well understood that this imperative 
of modern science should be painfully followed, making all the attempts to transform its 
form in process and result into understandable argumentation, rather than convictions.  
 
An effort will be made here to offer an outline of the work of scientists who are forming 
qualitative research, not only through their rhetorical concepts, methodological opinions and 
methodological innovation, but also giving their own personal mark through their scientific 
work. Personal approach to a field, certain behaviour towards the subjects in their specific 
milieu, original research strategy in method development, as well as courage in theory 
development have played a great role in qualitative research. In spite of various attempts of 
standardization and codification of qualitative research and learning tradition development, a 
part remains which cannot be bypassed, determined by personality of a researcher, his/her 
originality, stubbornness, i.e. persistence, his/her temperament and inclinations – in a word, 
his/her irreplaceable style. It is considered that the personality of a researcher, with his/her talent 
to observe, his/her representation sensibility, her sense for situations and “art of interpretation” 
hides the reasons making his/her endeavours “classical work” in the field, creating “the giants” 
on whose shoulders we are standing.  
 
Relevant literature often points to prominent researchers in the field of qualitative research as 
examples of those who have marked its development, grounded their own research paradigms 
and within their research field modified classical studies or created substantial contribution 
significant for further development of qualitative research. We will mention only some of them: 
Howard S. Baker, Marie Jahoda, Dorothy K. Smith, Ulrich Oewermann, William F. Whyte and 
several others. Apart from those mentioned we would emphasise the work of Anselmo Strauss as 
a researcher who has established grounded theory within the tradition of interactionism (together 
with Barney Glaser), Harold Garfinkel as a researcher who established ethno-methodology, 
Harvey Sacks, the author of conservative analysis and innovative development of new 
methodological instruments,  like, for example sequential text analysis, Paul Willis who has 
made significant contribution to the development of culture studies, Georges Devereux, as ethno-
psychoanalyst, as well as Norman Denzin, Lifford Beertz and others who have originally 
belonged to various scientific fields and become great reformers and critical advocates of 
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qualitative research. All of them could be classified in a single group according to one feature: 
they are those who, according to their own experience and extensive empirical studies, have 
noticed the crisis of representation offering a response to it in reflexive versatile forms.  
The form used by Strauss was pragmatism and symbolic interactionism. The basic notions 
guiding Anselmo Strauss in his research endeavours arise out of pragmatism and refer to: 
interaction, temporariness, process and structuralism.  
 
Strauss has cited Dewey considering that in research, as well as in learning, there is an intensive 
interaction in discussion with a theme, a problem, changing both participants: what is structured 
is order and form owned by neither of the participants before. A notion underlying such a 
concept is pragmatism (as well as other philosophical orientations, i.e. phenomenology, etc), a 
process between the learning and the learnt: a subject and an object are not accepted, but the 
interaction between them. It does not mean that objectivity is to be rejected. Finally, it is the 
material guiding research process and creativity of a researcher which leave the structure of the 
material open; research process guides the researcher, to head with all potentially useful ways 
towards understanding.3

 
 

Criteria problem  
 
 

The question is descriptively simple: What is an adequate justification of subjectively mediated 
explanation of intersubjective meaning?4 In the absence of a set of criteria, such explanations are 
liable to accusations of solipsism and relativism (all explanations are equally good or bad, 
valuable of without a value, correct or true, etc). Contemporary interpretativists and 
constructivists will probably not suggest that there are indisputable grounds of any interpretation. 
They are not inclined to believe in the groundedness and have given up the search for 
objectivism (Bernstein, 1976). As a consequence, it does not seem likely that we would find a 
solution to the problem of criteria with these authors.  
 
The solutions to the problem not relying on groundedness have appeared in the following ways. 
One of them is to advocate for the mean position in methodology: the idea to refer to procedural 
criteria as a ground for judgement of the value of interpretation is powerful. It is obvious in 
special attention paid to value criteria within constructivistic framework of Guba and Lincoln.  
 
Second attempt arises out of the argumentation in favour of subtle realism. The solution has 
appeared in the attempts to save significant realistic intuition from similar non-coherent true 
theories (Matthews, 1992). Intuition is that truth, importance or statement value, interpretation 
theory, construction, etc are indisputably determined by something beyond and above a 
statement, theory, interpretation, construction. For example, Hammersley (1992) has claimed 
that interpretativists examine independent phenomena possible to grasp and construe by an actor, 
but he denies that we have immediate understanding or access to phenomena. He suggests that 
there are “multiple, non-contradictory, descriptive and explanatory claims on any phenomenon” 
(Hammersley 1989: 135) “not disproving that if the interpretations are correct they have to 
correspond in relevant aspects with the described phenomenon”  (Hammersley 1989: 194).  
 
                                                           
3 Terhart, E, Razvoj i položaj kvalitativne istraživačke paradigme u pedagoškoj nauci, 
4 See also J. K. Smith (1989, chapter 7) for extended discussion on the issue.  
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The third solution is to give up the worries about separating mind and the word but rather 
to focus on intentional, meaningful behaviour which is by definition historical, social and 
culturally relevant. It is admitted that a researcher – a man is permanently involved in the 
discourse with his personal object, “a discourse in which the object and the subject use 
essentially same resources” (Bauman, 1978: 234). Interpretative explanations (attempts at 
explaining what seems to be unclear, ambiguous) should be judged at pragmatic level 
according to whether they are useful, whether they fit, whether it is possible to subject 
them to further research, etc.   
 

The lack of critical support 
 

The problem has been identified in various was, as a problem of descriptivism, a problem of the 
lack of critical support or a problem of a privileged actor’s view. The basic objection here is that 
interpretative explanations lack any critical interest or ability to criticize the explanations they 
produce. Burrell and Morgan have, for example, noticed that interpretative theoretical 
frameworks reflect politics named “regulation sociology”, as something opposite to “radical 
change sociology (Burrell and Morgan 1979: 254). According to their view, these frameworks 
represent a perspective in which individual actors negotiate, regulate and live their lives within a 
context which is a status quo. Similar concern has been emphasized by Denzin’s criticism of 
Bloomer-Mead’s version of symbolic interactionism. Similarly, some feministic social 
constructionists have dealt with the challenge referring to the tradition of critical theory.  
 
It is possible to notice similar criticism in the roots out of which an image of a researcher in 
social sciences emerges as a disinterested theoretician – the one whose practice is to define 
according to careful differentiation between empirical and normative issues, descriptive theory 
and prescriptive theory (see Berger and Kellner, 1981; Bernstein, 1976; Clifford, 1983). Weber’s 
insisting on delimitation of facts from values (ethics of responsibility as opposed to ethics of 
beliefs) in interpretative sociology and Schutz’s differentiation between fundamental interests of 
an individual as a common citizen and an individual as a scientist represent central sources of the 
idea.  
 
For example, Schutz (1967) considers that a world of scientific research in social science 
construes specific ultimate field of meaning (one of many such ultimate fields of multiple 
reality) demanding certain structure of meaning, cognitive style and attitude.5 An individual as a 
scientist operates with an attitude of disinterested observer and behaves in accordance with the 
rules of a proof and objectivity existing in scientific circles. At the same time, an individual as a 
common citizen legitimately has practical (in a classical sense), pragmatic, interested attitude; an 
individual who has become a scientist puts such an attitude aside and adopts an attitude of an 
objective, disinterested, empirical theoretician. Such disinterested attitude is evident, for 
example, in traditional ethnography, where a researcher is warned not to become more than a 
marginal ordinary man, and to discipline his/her own subjectivity. Critics consider that due to 
distancing of man as a researcher interpretativists cannot get involved into explicitly critical 
evaluation of social reality they want to describe.  
 
                                                           
5 Schutz’s (1976) notion of multiple realities has often been interpreted in a wrong way. He describes a world of science, a world of mythology, a 
world of religion, a world of dreams, and so on, as multiple realities, or, even more specific as “ultimate fields of meaning” (p. 230). 
Nevertheless, he does not claim that these are literally different realities: “We are talking about the fields of meaning… because it is a meaning of 
our experience, not an ontological structure of an object (in a given field) what makes reality”. He sees these multiple realities as “mere names for 
various tensions in one and the same life, which is uninterrupted from birth to death, and which is lived in various modification” (p. 258).  
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The problem of authority  
 

The third set of criticisms is directed to what could be called “dangers of highly interpretative 
science” and “distinctly independent” authoritative attitude of an interpreter as a descriptor 
(Rabinow 1986: 258).6 Postmodern ethnographers (e.g.  Clifford, 1983, 1990; Clifford and 
Marcus, 1986; Rabinow, 1977) have claimed that the definition of interpretation as an act of 
recording has the right to authority and control in the case of anthropologists, pedagogues, etc, 
having in mind that they record and suppress dialogic dimension of human action interpretation 
construction. Related concern shown by some critics of the linguistic, textual shift, especially in 
anthropology (for example, Jackson, 1989) is that the discussions on whether anthropology 
should be best seen as analytical or interpretative science have been responsible for both bad 
science and bad art of anthropological research.  
 
 

Epistemological claims  
 
 

Special set of criticisms has been directed to constructivism inclination to reach epistemological 
conclusion according to psychological claims (Mattews, 1992; Strike, 1987). Let us remind the 
reader that, according to Eizner (1991), constructivists have made claims that there is “no 
unambiguous, immediate insight into the world as it is” (Eizner 1991: 46) and that there is no 
clear line between the knower and the known, between the explanation of the world and those 
who come to those explanations. Taken as a psychological claim, this is not a problem, even for 
those who would call themselves empirical researchers. It is believed that knowledge is not a 
simple mapping of meaningful data into a mind; it is rather actively construed.  
 
Nevertheless, numerous constructivists do not make simple psychological claims, but 
epistemological ones. In other words, they claim that knowledge does not reveal a real pre-
existing world, independent and beyond the mind of the knower, that the process of making or 
construing meaning cannot be connected to “independent” world “out there”, but only to our 
process of construction (Steier 1991: 2).  
 
What seems difficult here is how to explain the fact of knowledge as a form of theoretical 
production, a fact that knowledge is in a way available to individuals, a fact that knowledge is 
common and possible to transfer. We shall borrow the language of Guba and Lincoln (1989) if 
constructions “live in the minds of individuals” (p. 143) – i.e. if it cannot be said that they exist 
beyond self-reflexive ability of individual minds – how is it possible to “share them” (p. 71), and 
how is it possible that “the range and the scope of information (i.e., knowledge) is available to a 
constructor (p.71) so that the constructions can be modified, changed or deserted?  
 
One way to deal with the problem, as we have seen, is to emphasize social  construction of 
knowledge. However, there is an obvious tension between whether you claim that knowledge is 
a property of individual minds and the standpoint that knowledge can be publicly shared, i.e. that 
it can be shared by a great number of people.  
 
 

What is to be expected?  
                                                           
6 See, for example Crapanzano’s disclosure of Gertz’s authority as an ethnographer in the research on cockfight in Bally.   
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Providing an overview of contemporary scene and evaluation of arguments in favour of non-
fundamentalistic and anti-essentialistic opinion, Richard Rorty (1982) concludes that we are on a 
cross-road. One is the road offered by Dewey with his liberal social hope, the other is the road of 
Foucault, with his desperation because of the prison language found itself in. Schwandt himself 
is not capable of making a clear stance in regard to this; as a consequence he points out that it is 
impossible for him to find a consolation in the form of interpretativism which has been 
degenerated into nihilism, where we do nothing else but deal with infinite barren deconstructions 
and refute the existence of social origin and our own beings.  
 
The future of interpretativistic and constructivistic beliefs relies on the acceptance of 
implications of resolutions of persistent and permanent dichotomies like subject/object, the 
knower/the known, fact/value. One of the views, to be proven in the future, relies on individuals 
who do not feel uncomfortable to blur the line dividing science and art of interpretation, socially 
learnt and literary explanation (Geertz, 1980). Nevertheless, rejecting these rigid distinctions, as 
it is claimed by Jackson (1989), we do not have to dissolve the lived experience of a researcher 
or a subject into an anonymous field of discourse.  
 
We could reject dichotomy thinking relying on pragmatic grounds: such differences are simply 
not considered useful any more. It is thought that it is possible to continue to value the attempts 
to get to the sense of conditions of our lives, without claiming that either the researcher or the 
actor is the one who is an ultimate arbiter of understanding. Interpretative work would in such 
away, according to Jackson, become a practice “of active debating and coming to understanding 
of different viewpoints with our subjects. It means placing our and their ideas at the same level, 
testing them, but not according to predetermined standards of rationality, but according to 
immediate life necessities” (Jackson 1989: 14).  
 
Such a unification of interpretative shift with the tradition of practical philosophy, with its 
defence of Socrates’ values and its emphasis on our fundamental characters as dialogical, 
conversational beings who ask questions has been considered a development which is more 
promising and hopeful. Deep interpretative respect and interest in social construction of meaning 
and practice is in accordance with a turnover towards morally-practical but remote from theory 
(as it has been examined, although in various ways by Bernstein, 1986, 1992; Rorty, 1982, 
Sullivan, 1986).7

 
The thesis of the text is that what has marked constructivistic and interpretativisticc work as a 
unique form of research in social science is a set of theoretical standpoints and philosophical 
assumptions on the way the world has to be arranged in order to get to know it. The paper is an 
attempt at summing the types of epistemological problems that have already been acknowledged 
within constructivistic and interpretative views. The aim was to incite thinking on the type of 
philosophical research which is imposed in proposing an alternative to empirical social science, 
among others, pedagogy. The purpose is at least partially met, if the reader is provoked to further 
research and reflect on the issues sketched in the text.  
 
                                                           
7 Following Matthews (1992), we could argue in favour of explanation that the tension has arisen from the fact that constructivism rightfully 
criticizes empirical assumptions, still holding on empirical epistemological paradigm. One alternative is non-empirical, objectivistic epistemology 
proposed by Matthews (1992) and Chalmers (1982). Another is practice analysis, with epistemological hermeneutics not delimited from 
communication sociology (see, for example Giddens, 1976, 1984; Habermas, 1972).  
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Conclusion  

 
 
According to international methodological readings qualitative research has recently been in. 
Pedagogic methodology in our region has paid only sporadic attention to these issues. Some of 
the attention has been dedicated to action research and it might be said that it was from 
predominantly pragmatic angle (practical problems solution, practice improvement…). It seems 
that the essential aspect of this type of research from the viewpoint of qualitative methodological 
paradigm has remained insufficiently explained.  
 
The standpoints of A. T. Schwandt et al who try do differentiate between interpretative and 
constructivistic perspective and who share the same intellectual heritage and even discuss about 
the two perspectives separately, are considered to have given significant contribution to 
explication of constructivistic paradigm. This also refers to aesthetic approach to research in 
pedagogy by Eliot Eizner, well illustrating constructivitic thought as well as criticisms of 
constructivism. The essence of the criticism refers to the statement that interpretativistic and 
constructivistc standpoints are in a relation of synergy and represent impulses of postmodern 
Zeitgeist. For decades after it was created in the challenges of scientism and the efforts of 
bringing social science research back to its main focus on the world of everyday experience, 
phenomenological-interpretative perspective has merged with the findings from the fields of 
constructivistic epistemology, feministic methodologies, post-structuralism, postmodernism… 
 
The forms of data assessment are one of the unavoidable issues. Apart from the differences in 
research, numerous authors have put accent on evaluation interpretation. Shaping has thus on its 
way of quantitative paradigm development gained its forms and phases: interpretation, 
reconstruction, intervention. The problems and perspectives of qualitative research in 
pedagogy have not been completely accounted for. Nevertheless, the statements are true 
implying that qualitative research has been applied in pedagogy so hastily due to the fact 
that it has been nurtured within spiritual-scientific tradition, supported by negative 
attitude towards quantification (positivistic paradigm). Anyway, the discussion has at 
moments calmed down or become more passionate, but beyond all this a doubt remains in the 
case of majority of methodologists that the issue of method, i.e. possibility to explain the 
obtained findings critically is positioned within the issue of distinctiveness and results; a 
suspicion remains that qualitative research is nothing more but “only” subjective coloured 
journalism, non-generalized, individually described cases, in a word, uncontrolled and 
those that cannot be controlled; according to such a viewpoint, we are probably talking 
only about a mission, some engaged activities, rather than science.  
 
This pressure on qualitative research has been attributed to the demand that any form of 
scientific research in pedagogy, at both theoretical and research-practical level has to 
account for the level of respect paid to its results. It would be fatal if qualitative research 
rejected this legitimate discourse. On the contrary, qualitative research cannot deprive itself 
from constructivistic principle of discursive universalism that any form of science in method and 
result is communicative and should remain open for exchange of critical arguments.  
 
Finally, we would turn to Reason’s thinking and conclude that it seems that he simplified things 
and considered participatory research approach mostly from the angle of possibility for 
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improvement and updating the version of Western “strict individualism”, having in mind that he 
himself emphasizes that he is an elitist in his emphasis on later phases of ego development, 
ignoring contribution ordinary people could offer to small groups or broader community. What 
remains for some future discussions is whether this could be considered sufficient in the sense of 
grounding a whole research approach or methodology. 
 
What should get special attention are attempts made by Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin to give 
their own contribution from the angle of grounded theory, as a special intellectual movement, 
with different views on participatory approach to research, i.e. their grounded theory 
methodology. Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that while dealing with these issues we have tried 
to more clearly consider some insufficiently accounted for angles of qualitative research matter, 
at the same time bringing it closer and comparing it to the possibilities and reaches of 
quantitative methodology and referring it to advocated possibility of triangulation, we cannot be 
completely confident about the offered standpoints. Bringing opposite or different intellectual 
tendencies together with an accent on inter-paradigmatic discussion has opened up space for the 
following question: is it possible to ever make a link between them, due to the fact that they 
belong to different theoretical (intellectual) orientations. 
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