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Methodological justifications of the particular
perspective of qualitative research often insist
that it i$ developed in strict separation from
the rules of a methodology that aims at
standardization and guantification. In view of
the dominance and the fully developed state of
research in quantitative methods this is not

surprising: it this kind of presentation is not .

merely a question of didactics, but also concerns
positioning as to content, then there will also
arfse out of this negatively based sell-definition
problems in the realization of specifically qual-
itative research goals. Both self-location by
means of exclusion and latent negative results
can be seen particularly distinctively by the
way hypotheses are handled in gualitative
methodology.

1 HYPOTHESES IN QUANTITATIVE

AND QUALITATIVE METHODOLOGY:

AN OPPOSITION

FlL

For quantitatively orlented methodologhsts the
formulation of hypotheses at the beginning ol
an mvestigation is an indispensable means of
subjecting to svstematic control the inevitable
thearetical loading of every kind of abservation

and the unavoidable selectivity of every kind
of research, In the first place it.is considered
obligatory to reveal the researcher’s prior
knowledge and thereby to control it Secondly,
an explicit link is made to the state of available
knowledge and a contribution is made to the
integration and cumulation of this knowledge.
And thirdly, the time-sequencing, and the sep-
aration of data collection and data analysks,
require o prior claboration of the theoretical
framework, since this defines and restrices the
stages in the research and also means that no
correction of operational procedures is possible
during the data collection, because of the strict
phasing of the research process.

Although in qualitative methodology the fact
of theory-driven observation is also ungues-
tioned, there is a predominant cejection of
hvpotheses formulated in advance: precisely
because therg is an awareness that knowledge
influences observation and action, researchers
wish to avoid being ‘fixed’ by the hypotheses on
particular aspects that they can anly obtain 'in
aclvance' from thelr own area of (scientific and
everyday) relevance, but whose ‘fit” with the
meaning patterns of the individuals being
Investigated cannot e guaranteed in advance.
In place of the requirement to reveal prior
knowledge in the form of hypaotheses, therefore,
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in gualitative methodology there arises a
requirement for a suspension of this prior
knowledge in favour of the greatest possible
openress 1o the particular meanings and rele-
vances of actors - an apenness that is seen as
being endangered by the prior formulation of
hypotheses,

The basic problem - the influence of prior
knowledge on observation - is therefore seen
from both sides, but the chosen strategy for
salving it is aiming in a different direction,
since the implications associated with it are
constantly being given a different weighting.
If, in quantitative methedology, the need for
contrel of the researcher aﬁd the conscious struc-
turing of research activity are in the foreground
(while the agreement of the theoretical cate-
gories with the meaning patterns of actors is
seen as relatively unproblemaric), qualitative
methodologlsts require primarily a guarantes
of the appropriatencss of the categories used by
the researcher and an openness to the potential
‘other’ of the research field {and see control of
the Investigator by means of methodologlcal
rules as a Lalse ‘solution’).

2 DOING WITHOUT HYPOTHESES
A5 A RESULT OF THE PROFILING
OF METHODOLOGICAL POSITION

The programmatic opposition that we have
sketched of these two responses to the funda-
mental episternological problem appears, from a
historical viewpoint, to be less ‘naturally given'
than a result of the growing competition
between two methodological approaches.

[n the classic studies of empirical social
research we find no explicit treatment of the
problem of checking prior knowledge nor
even of the problem of prior formulation of
hypotheses (cf, for example, the studies of
William 1. Thomas and Flarian Znaniecki,
William F. Whyte, Howard 5. Becker or Faul F
Lazarsfeld).! As far as practice in dealing with
‘prior knowledge' and Chypotheses” §s con-
cerned, I s clear to what a great extent the
research activity was oriented particularly to
the theoretical but also to the everyday knowl-
edge of the researchers, and how greatly these
ideas determined the results of their work, by
first making possible the collection and struc-
turing of the data material, Conversely, it may

be shown that a formulation including specifipg
hypotheses at the beginning of such hullpg

wolld often have been completdy impossiblp.

Whyte and Blanche Geer, for Instance, point
out cxplicitly how completely thelr researcy
question changed after the “first days in thy
fiele’, and how they had to adapt it o the
peculiarities and possibilities of their object o
investigation (Whyte 1955: 3170, 3200f; Geer
1964: 3400,

With regard to making this prior knowledge
explicit in the form of hypotheses, in the course
of working out these two methodological posi-
tions — which see themselves as alternatives -
during subsequent decades a growing process of
contrast and reciprocal delimitation may be
distinguished in the methodological procedures

" that are felt to be necessary and sensible. These

then resulted in the opposing research strate.
gies which we skerched in the first section, On
the side of qualitative methodology the pro-
grammatic work of Barnev G, Glaser and
Anselm L, Strauwss (1967), The Discovery of
Cerotinded. Theory, 15 of particular significance,
Fere the authors expressly  require  that
cesearchers free themselves voluntarly of all
prior knowledge and even dispense with prior
reading of theoretical and empirical studies in
their subject area, in order to embark upon the
research fleld in as unprejudiced a way as poss-
ible, According to this approach, the task of
empirical research is not {or at least not primar-
ily) to subject to empirical testing the hypothe-
55 that are systematically derived from ‘grand’
(armchair} theories, since such theses often did
not ‘fit’ the sitnations that were to be investi-
gated in concrete cases; empirically based gen-
eral theories are rather only to be expected
when researchers personally derive their cate-
gories from the data (see 2.1). The formulation
of a sociological theory, therefore, should take
place not at the beginning of the research
process but at the end; the overriding goal
of social research s not the testing but the

generatlon of theorles (1967: 1-18),

The position developed by Glaser and Strauss
in deliberate rejection of the ‘mainstream’ in
empirical social research (see 2,10 showed self
in the reception of qualitative methodology -
over and above the grouncded theory approach -
as extremely influential, a number of authors
saw the requirement for doing without hypo-
theses as a precondition for an interpretative

Ly
g of social research and elevated the
% ppeml'f:‘*' of 1ts methodology to a care belief in
walitative research (g, Hoffmann-Riem 198
45f, Lamnek 1995: 22f, 139}, With this shifr
\of attentlon from ex-arle hypotheses to those
aelstong during the research process, the funda-
mental epistemelogical problem of checking the
rar knowledge which the researcher brings to
the job was relegated te a background position.
It was believed that this aspect could be over-
Jooked, not least because the very openness of
. the methods macde possible a correction ‘by the
field": ‘unsuitable’” prior knowledge would be
exposed as such in the course of the study. Bur
evenn if one concedes the different degree of
ppenness of the various methods, this argument
pverlooks the fact that even the first setting up
of data is already an active undertaking on the
part of the researcher and is based on the indl-
vidual's research interest and prior understand-
ing. The requirement for & ‘unconditional as
possible’ an entry into the field conceals pre-
cisely this basic setting up of the fleld in
accordance  with the researcher's ‘available
prior knowledge” at this particular moment. Dis-
coveries about soctal phenomena do ool
‘emerge’ on theic own: they are from the outset
constructs of the researcher, The idealization of
the ‘unprejudiced nature’ of the researcher that
is sometimes to be found in qualitative methocdo-
logy, and the idea of a ‘direct’ record of social
reality, are therefore untenable from an episte-
mological viewpoint (cf. Meinefeld 19935:
287-294).

If we consider this from a distance, it is strik-
Ing that this methodological idealization is
both in contradiction to one of the core theo-
retical principles of gqualitative research (‘the
interpretation of a situation depends on knowl-
edge’) and also not a true reflection of research
practice. Glaser and Strauss, in their study
Awareness of Dying, which appeared in 1965,
openly acknowledge their reliance on prior
knowledge of this subject area (19650 2861f.).°
One explanation for this discrepancy between
theoretical insight, practical research and
methodological norm might be sought in the
concern to establish as sharply defined an altee-
native as possible to the prevailing standardiz-
ing  methodology,  Horst Welshaupt,  for
example, offers the [ollowing as a result of his
analysis of qualitative research reports: "The
Impression emerges that the methodological

b
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debate is determined by conceins about
demarcation which are of subordinate Interest
for the practice of qualitative soclal research’
(19%5: 24). And In a case study in the sociology
of sclence, Jean Converse demonstrates the
mixing of methodological and research-policy
arguments in the conflict about open and stan-
dardized interviews In the United States during
the Second World War (1984),

3 RECENT DISCUSSION

The impetus for a critical methodological dis-
cussion, free from the commitment ogafrst
ex-ante hvpotheses, was provided hy Christel
Hopf (1983, 195%a4). Using two empirical studies
as examples, she sought to demonstrate that,
on the one hand, the question to be investi-
gated could indeed require a qualitative proce-
dure, but on the other hand, because of the
avallability of previous studies, there was a
focus on content that made the formulation of
ex-anie hypotheses unavoldable,

If hypotheses are rejected In principle, then
on the one hand there 15 no consideration of
the very different alms of the hypotheses, and
these differ sharply - In terms of thelr claim to
valicity and object = in their sultability for quali-
tative questions, (For example, do they relate to
universal laws or to singular facts; do thew
make claims about the relationship between
variables, or are they interested in social
processes and meaning patterns? Hopf 1953
48-530; 19946: 11£,), On the other hand, experi-
ence from pesearch practice would speak
against an uncenditional openness in data col-
lection: the pressure - resulting from the
absence of selection criteria - to extensive explo-
ration of all aspects that are possibly of interest
conflicts with the infensive meaning-discovery
that is characteristic of interpretative research,
and in this situation overburdens the investi-
gator (19@3: 50-32). A general rejection of
ex-irle hypotheses would therefore endanger
the realization  of genuinely  qualitative
research goals: 1t s "dogmatic and not open (o
ciscussion” (198 449,

Other authors, in their plea for an unpreju-
diced approach to both the need and the possi-
hility to reflect prior knowledge in qualitative
social research, draw attention to the identical
effects (from an epistermnological viewpoint) of
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hypotheses and prior knowledge In relation to
the structuring of subsdquent research activity,
and therefore demand that this ‘gap’ in qualita-
tive methodology be closed, Here we see, In the
first place, the simple necessity of accepting the
general state of epistemological discussion and
not laying oneself open to the accusatlon of
requiting an epistemological speclal status for
fualitative methods, with this demand for
‘unprejudiced” observation; and secondly this
fuestion, which every form of social research
must confront, opens up the possibility of
reconsidering the relationship between quali-
tative and guantitative* methodology  and
redefining both the diffefences and the com-
mon ground (Bottger 1998 Meinefeld 1997,
Strobl 1998).

4 STARTING POINTS FOR
A RE-ORIENTATION OF
METHODOLOGICAL POSITIONS

How could these apparently contradictory
expectations be resolved? On the one hand we
have to meet the eplstemaologleal requirement
to inclucle prios knowledge in methodological
control, and an the other we should notl aban-
don the soclologleal a priod of allowing the
sociological analysis to proceed from the gen-
uine meaning attributlons of actors anc
should not, In the act of interpretation,
impose the categories of the investigator on
the actions,

One precondition for the solution of this
dilernma is, first and foremost, a recognition
of the fact that the latter requirement can
only be met in an approximate way. It cannot
simply be a question of opposing a ‘pure’
reconstruction of the view of the actors to a
recording of soclal reality in the categories of
the investigator: it s only possible, in all
cases, (o understand the categories of others
on the basis of one’s own categaries (on this
point see also Schitz’s thoughts on the ohser.
virtlon of one's fellows, 19320 2H7HL), Here 15
precisely the misunderstanding of a sociofog-
cl idea of understanding, forsxample on the
part of Theodore Abel (1948) or Hans Albert
(1985), who saw (and therefore rejected)
‘understanding' as a direct recording of sub-
jective meaning on the basis of individoal sen-
sibility, whureas it can only mean identifying

the actions of others as belonging to a particula;
meaning pattern available in the knﬁwleuge
of the social group in question nli@'suhs;umln“
them in this meaning pattemn in the way n
witlch, and to the extent that, it @5 famillae
the person wnderstanding (on this of. Melnefelg
1995, ch. 1). We have to accept the funda.
mental restriction that every observatlon only
takes on meaning in respect of one's owp
meaning schemata, and so prior knowledge
inevitably gives structure to our observations
and must therefore be seen as the [oundation
of all research. [n this way, however, Lhe appa-
sition of categories is transformed into a dif.
ference of degree, and the fundamental
problem exists for all researchers in the same
way.

A second step towards the resalution of this
oppesitien might e found in distinguishing
research questions according to the nature and
extent of the knowledge already available of
the area under investigation. If we consider
the situation of the classic studies mentioned
above, It becomes clear that in these cases a
pre-formulation of content-based hyvpotheses is
out of the question. On the other hand, 1f any-
one wished to investigate Interaction with the
dying today they would scarcely be able to
avoid taking note of the prior work of Glaser
and Strauss and setting up thelr own research
under consideration of the events reported
there.

This does not necessarily mean, however,
that ane should no longer be open to new
observations, If we can learn to distinguish
between the principled methodological open.
ness and the explicitness with which prior
knowledye is reflected and expressed, it will be
possible to reconcile the formulation of
hvpotheses with the reconstruction of object-
specific meaning contents. The openness 1o
new matters does not depend on our not taking
account, at the level of content, of the old and
the familiae, ut on the how, in methodoe-
logical terms, we set up the search for the new.
Logically, these two levels are independent af
one anacther = the question of putting prios
knowledge into concrete terms and selecting
the methods to be used to obtain new knowl-
edge are only related (at the concrete practical
level} when, for example, a standardized ques-
tionnaire is unable to provide information
from bevond the dimensions the researcher

Ly
_i,:,;.nsiders important because there was no
: -{: com for it in the chosen instrument. In the
L first place, however, this does not mean that
B ghe result bas been predetermined, as crities
 opmetimes claime it s only the framework of
:': he dimensions involved in the investigation
& that has been fxed, but not their concrete
manifestations of content, We could indeed
; find surprising results as to content using this
route (Opp 1984 65E). In the second place, it
* does not mean that the choice of (more) open
pethods (such as participant observation, see
5,5, or interviews, see 5.2) will per s¢ guarantee
an cpenness of content: prior knowledge that
remains implicit, even using these methods,
will lead to selective observation and interpre-
ration, because the recognition of whether
something is new or not lies with the
~pesearcher and not with the individuals under
investigation, The openness required in quali-
tative methodology to the potentially special
nature af the fleld of investigation is therefore
not helped by failing to make prior knowledge
explictt, but by a conscious use of methods that
permit the recognition and recording of a
deviation’ in the field of study from what
was expected,. This does- not mean, however,
that there i3 a conscious awareness of such an
expectation.

As far as  the  possibility  of reflecting
prior konowledge is concerned, 1t should
e noted that this can take a number of differ-
ent forms.

1 In every case we have at our disposal an
everpaay prior knowledge on which, however
vague and uncertain it may be, we are
forced to rely in the absence of belter infor-
mation in order to be able to carry out any
kind of initial orlentation In the research
field, This prior knowledge can only par-
tially be made explicit, because ultimately
an infinite regress is possible here. Bug it Qs
it precisely this level that the basic but not
otherwise reflected nature of the research
object is decided, and what may be taken
for granted from a cultural viewpoint
remaing fxed, so that its reflection becomes
il a (frequently deredeemable) desideratum
1 (for an example cf. Bourdiew et al
]| o 1991 : 44fE.).

Furthermore, every researcher, in his o1 her
approach b the research field, has recourse

:-: |
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to a corpus of gemeral theoretical concepts
which  similarly  contribute o the
researcher’s basic definitlon of the cbject.
Although these are to a large extent con-
sclous, they too cannot be made fully
explicit, but the requirement for i conscious
reflection may be made with @ greater
prospect of success,

3 Finally, there are a range of object-related con-
cepts which permit the researcher to focus
on particular aspects of content in the
research area under investigation, and
which, even in the context of qualitative
research, can therefore facilitate and per-
Iraps require the formulation of cx-ante
hypotheses.

With regand to measuring the effects of this
prior knowledge on the research process, it
should be remembered that this does not begin
only when hypotheses are formulated or when
ane ‘enters the feld” without hvpotheses. [f the
fotal  research  process is to be  reflected
methodalogically, then a fixaticn on the [or-
mulation of ex-anfe hypotheses {positive in
quantitative and  negative  in gualitative
methodology] is not tenable: the development
of the researcher’s attention begins carlier and
in a more fundamental way. In any case, in
thinking about the control of this pre-structuring
of limitation, one should be aware that this
reflection - at least at the present time - can
scarcely be standardized. How it is to be dealt
with in the future should be tested in empirical
research practice, before any methodological
pronouncement is made.

5 CONCLUSION

In the process of self-assurance of having an
independent  methodology, the decision
againsgt ex-ante hypotheses has indeed led 1o a
consolidatgn of the qualitative position as dis-
tinct from quantitative methodology, but it has
also led tooa claim that is eplstemologically
untenable, and has restriceed the applicability of
qualitative research, Experience in research
practice, however, has shown, on the one
hand, that the majority of quantitative
research studies also fail to follow the nomm of
festing hypotheses (cf. Meinefeld 1997: 230},
and on the other hand the examples [rom Hopf
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cited above support the view that in a qualitative
research programme the testing of hypotheses
may also occupy a legitimate place. The decid-
ing line about how and to what extent prior
knowledge should be made concrete does not
follow the ‘quantitative-qualitative’ boundary,
but is clearly dependent on other factors. It
would be bighly deslrable If this fact could be
ratified methodologically and If an uninhibited
way of dealing with the problem of structuring
research activity could be achieved in both
qualitative and quantitative social research.

L The actual mathadologleal procedure at this phase
of justifying modern empirical research may be
captured very aptly Inoan observation, where
Marie Jahoda relocates the retrospective over-
emphasis of methodological reflectiveness that
characterized the preface to the new edition of
Lazarsfelds The Unemploved of Mariemthal, pub-
lished 27 years after the fint edition - a study
wiich even today |s seen as o model of exemplary
empirical research: ‘If [this explanation] should
give the impression that these principles were
available to us during the study, this would be mis-
leading. We had no clear plan, Lo teems either of
content or mathod, o, The methods grew out of
concentration on the problem, not for thelr own
sake’ (Jahoda 1980/81: 139), Furthermore - to com-
plete the picture = it seemed legitimate to use, asa
research strategy and method, whatever procedure
promised to make it possible to obtain interesting
dara for the research question (see 2.8).

2 Itis of course true that In later publications {19&7-
10f. and passim; Strauss and Corbin 1990: 48-35)
Strauss recognizes prior knowledge &5 an impo:-
tant source of theoretical sensitivity; but singe
Strauss (and Corbin) insist on ‘discovery” as a pri-
mary goal of qualitative research, they hedge this
direction with a renewed waming of the risk of
‘constraint’ that affects the opennes (o new mat.
ters {1990: 320} because of categories known in
advance = and In this way they essentlally adhere
to the narmative demand of the position fommu-
lated earller. Even more explicitly, Glaser imsists
upon dispensing with all prior knowledge (o
Kelle 1994: 3341, and also the excellent presenta.
tons of the positions of Glaser and Strauss in Eelle
1994: 28311.).
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