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As a method of social enquiry, qualitative research developed from the post-Cartesian
intervention by Immanuel Kant. It is founded on the premises that the boundaries be-
tween the observed and the observer, and among reality, enquiry and representation
are not unambiguous or unproblematic. It aims to discover new meanings and con-
cepts rather than establishing causal relationships between narrowly defined vari-
ables. It proceeds with no a priori explicit conceptualisation; its study design is flexible
and open. Data for qualitative research is usually collected through in-depth methods,
with long face-to-face interaction with subjects in the field. Data collection and analy-
sis proceed concurrently with constant iteration between field, data and theory forma-
tion.
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INTRODUCTION

The distinction between 'quantitative’ and 'qualitative’ in research
methodology has become a celebrated dichotomy in social science
research. Well-informed researchers, espousing either qualitative or
guantitative methods, proceed with the understanding that these are
two ways of looking at social reality and that they can ideally
complement each other (Bryman, 1988). However, within the academia
these two have almost become 'camps' with researchers taking sides,
each one questioning the validity, reliability, and rigour of the other.
Invariably, all contemporary textbooks on research methods deal with
this distinction elaborately. Besides, we have scores of books written
exclusively on either quantitative or qualitative methods. These
methods even form the core of separate courses on research
methodology.

Positivism heralded by Auguste Comte (1798-1857), who isregarded
as the father of sociology, developed a positive science of society. It
looked at human action as a response to the external demand of
survival/harmony of society. In this regard, the 'social' world was
considered to be part of the 'natural’, world; it could be studied in the
same way the latter is studied. The study of nature (natural sciences),
being empirical and founded on deductions, laws, axioms, theorems
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and facts, aspired for the status of a grand theory and unity of methods.
In line with this tradition, advocates of positivism aspired for
invariable laws and principles of cause and effect in the social world as
well. They advocated that the social world should be studied only
through directly observable behaviour such as marriage, childbirth,
suicide, employment, and so on, rather than through values, opinions,
beliefs, and so on. They considered human behaviour to be observable,
measurable, and even predictable. Accordingly, the methodology they
developed looked for measuring frequencies of occurrence of any human
behaviour, and its association with occurrence/existence of other
situations. This led to the development and subsequent dominance of a
form of social enquiry in which quantification became the hallmark.
Social surveys and structured interviews became the predominant
methods of collecting data on human behaviour (Durkheim, 1973).

Although positivism has been the dominant epistemology within
social sciences, it has not remained unchallenged. There were, no .
doubt, streaks of non-positivist thinking from the early periods.
However, over the past four decades, non-positivist constructivist
epistemologies have taken strong roots in social science research.
Methods of enquiry developed by those espousing these epistemologies
rested more on descriptions, narrations and interpretations, or what
has come to be referred to as qualitative methods. This article discusses
the historical background and epistemological foundation of qualitative
research, and the nature of qualitative methods and research
procedures, including data collection, reduction and analysis.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL FOUNDATION OF QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

Within the positivist paradigm, reality is constituted by what is
available to the senses. Reality is out there. The perceiver/researcher is
ontologically  distinct from the ‘'reality’ that he/she s
observing/studying. 'Reality' can be studied objectively irrespective of
who the researcher is and whatsoever his/her social position may be.
'Reality’ can be measured, proved or subjected to causal explanations.
In other words, positivism subscribes to the idea that methods of
enquiry used in the natural sciences are equally applicable in social
sciences. That is to say, both natural and social sciences share a
common methodological and logical foundation.

Positivism also makes a distinction between 'fact' and 'value'. Fact or
truth transcends values, opinions or personal biases. Science should
only deal with facts, while values and opinions are phenomena of a
different order, and are beyond the scope of science. Positivism
privileges scientific knowledge as the only form of knowledge, and
relegates other forms of knowledge as faith and belief (Hughes, 1990).

However, the reality that social sciences want to study is not like
falling apples or oscillating pendulums, but human beings and the
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human mind. Social reality is not given, straightforward or 'out-there'.
Rather, it is dynamic, covert and constructed through a dialectical
interaction between the ontological world and human mind. It involves
human consciousness/subjectivity at the level of researcher as well as
the researched. It includes belief, values, intentions and meanings
attributed to human actions within a culture. Such a reality is not
transparently available for an exterior gaze, but has to be elicited from
within and has to be interpreted. One cannot subject this reality to
quantitative measurement or causal explanations, and prove/disprove it.

The individuals, whose behaviour, meaning and intentions are
sought to be understood, have to speak out and narrate so that the
researcher can grasp the 'reality’. Hence, the use of language becomes
an imperative. This raises the issue of inter-subjectivity of the
communication process between the narrator and the researcher (and
between the researcher and the audience to whom the research is
presented). The narrator/researcher may also have conceptual and
linguistic limitations in articulating and representing the meanings
and intensions of behaviour — the 'reality’.

Furthermore, the narrator/researcher has his/her own conscience,
interests, subjective positions, biases (or rather preferences), as well as
a social position. As aresult, the narrator/researcher may deliberately
or unconsciously selectively filter, alter, emphasise or de-emphasise
parts of the 'reality’. The narrator's/researcher’s social position interms
of gender, caste, race, profession, and so on, too, strongly colours the
‘reality’ as narrated/represented (Clifford and Marcus, 1986). The
narrator can ideally represent only one section of bricolage of reality
arranged as a jigsaw by the multiple dimensions that constitute the
social position of individuals.

Moreover, the fact that an individual is being studied/interviewed
brings in alterations in the way 'reality’ is narrated and understood.
The process involves multiple layers of interpretation and
reinterpretation encrusting the core of 'reality’. The process of layering
reconstitutes reality. The encrusted core, the layers and the process of
layering constitute the reality in social sciences.

The positivist epistemology is incapable of capturing this reality.
Hence, social sciences had to subscribe to alternative non-positivist
epistemologies. The premises of the positivist paradigm were
guestioned from the very beginning in philosophical debates. Such
debates can be traced to the post-Cartesian intervention by Immanuel
Kant (1864—1920). Positivism grew over the foundations of Baconian
empiricism and Cartesian objectivism — both looked for certainty of
knowledge to disavow scepticism. Francis Bacon (1561—1626) argued
for the authority of sensory perception — experience, experiment and
observation — as the ultimate source of knowledge. Rene Descartes
(1596-1650) stressed logical deduction from self-evident premises of
mathematics.
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Kant radically departed from both these traditions. For him,
knowledge included the study of nature and the study of morals. The
study of nature involves the study of laws of nature and logic. The study
of morals involves the study of laws of morals. The former he denoted as
theoretical knowledge (scientific knowledge in modern positivist
terminology), and the latter as practical knowledge. We arrive at
theoretical knowledge through pure reason to establish truth that can
be tested or checked for causal determination. But practical knowledge
involves making decisions in social situations. Making decisions does
not involve establishment of truth, but is dictated by inclination,
passion, and desire, and it presupposes individual freedom and agency.
Decisions and the acts that flow from the decisions need to be
understood within a social reality (including history and society) with
reference to autonomous principles that man prescribes to himself
rather than being causally explained (Gregor, 1997).

Kant further argued that true and genuine knowledge of 'things as
they really are' (houmena) was not possible as a science. Only true and
genuine knowledge of 'things as they appear to us' (phenomena) is
possible, and Kant proposed that only this can be an appropriate field of
scientific enquiry. He emphasised that perception is more than what is
available for senses, and thereis a strong role of the knower and his/her
cognition in knowing and, hence, the emergence of knowledge. Human
knowledge-producing enterprise is essentially based on understanding
and is more than mere experience. In other words, human decisions
required for collective living entail practical knowledge that essentially
involves (interpretive) understanding of the inner processes such as
inclination, passion and desire. These ideas of Kant have formed the
basis of post-positivist thinking espoused by qualitative research
(Moreau, 2001).

Non-positivist-interpretive and phenomenological-epistemol ogies
began to have their influence within social sciences from the 1900s
through the writings of scholars like Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911),
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), Max Weber (1864-1920), and Alfred
Schutz (1899-1959). These writings questioned positivism in equating
science with knowledge and contended that they are not necessarily
synonyms; science is just one form of knowledge, other forms of
knowledge being theological, metaphysical, philosophical, moral, and
so on. In effect, they questioned the differentiation of fact/truth from
values and opinions into neat watertight compartments. Values and
opinions also constitute or are constituents of 'reality’.

Dilthey propounded that nature and culture are inherently and
irreducibly different. They are different ontologically, and hence
require different methods of enquiry. Knowledge of culture of a
historical society can be gained only with the knowledge of feelings,
intentions and goals of that society. History and society (human life)
cannot by studied as objects of external reality, but have to be
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understood within human life with an imaginative, empathetic,
interpretive recreation of human experiences (actions).

Weber too subscribed to interpretive understanding as a method of
enquiry to study history and society. Objective knowledge of the social
world is possible as much as that of the natural world. Interpretive
enquiry provides an opportunity to penetrate into human life, which is
not available for the study of nature. Weber, however, held that the
distinction between nature and culture is only methodological and not
ontological. The essential difference between the study of nature and of
human society lies in 'theoretic interest' of the purpose of study. In
natural sciences, the theoretic interest is of ‘'production of
universal-general concepts and propositions or laws', while in
socio-cultural studies it is of 'understanding subjectively meaningful
phenomena’. The latter requires a method, which aims to reconstruct
the subjective experience of human actors, or the method of verstehen or
subjective understanding (Hughes, 1990: 92-93). Thus, both Dilthey
and Weber subscribed to an interpretive empathetic understanding of
human actions from within.

Husserl and Schutz maintained that knowledge is an act of
consciousness, and the world is understood through inter-subjective
meanings constructed through the intentionality of consciousness.
Reality is grasped not as streams of sensations but through a multitude
of typification (objectification, abstraction, conceptualisation, and so
on) processes of pre-given everyday experience (lifeworld or
lebenswelt). These processes are intentional/conscious, inter-subjective
and culturally shared. For Husserl, the ontology of life-world could lead
to a transcendental phenomenology, which is a priori science from
which one could derive both science and logic. For Schutz, the reality
that social science wants to grasp has its origin in this life-world.
Human actions have to be understood as located in this life-world, and
their meanings constituted by these intentional inter-subjective
typification processes (Hughes, 1990).

With changes in the philosophical foundation, the methodology used
by social sciences too changed. In line with their epistemologies,
methods of research also had to capture reality that was construed that
way. From social surveys the emphasis shifted to descriptive and
narrative methods. Interview and observation remain as the
fundamental techniques to capture reality. However, unlike in the
positivist paradigm, wherein the reality grasped through interview and
observation is taken as given, in non-positivist paradigms this is
qguestioned and the whole process of interview and observation is
considered to be part of the reality-constructing process.

NATURE OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

It is difficult to define or demarcate what constitutes qualitative
research. One could, however, list a set of characteristics which
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captures the nature of qualitative research. These characteristics are
interlinked, flowing from and into one another, and therefore, they
cannot be neatly enumerated.

Naturalist Approach

Qualitative research aims to reach as close to the reality/field situation
as possible, through scrupulous description of the reality. Such a
meticulous capturing of the reality is one of the primary aims of
qualitative research. For this purpose, qualitative research (at least in
the orthodox tradition) requires a prolonged and/or intense contact
with the field or life situation. The researcher gets to know the
participants as real people, and becomes part of their lives. The
situations studied are typically 'banal' or normal ones, reflective of the

everyday life of individuals/groups (Denzin, 1998; Denzin and Lincoln,
1994).

Importance of Context

Qualitative research gives importance to the context in which an action
takes place. Meaning of any action or phenomenon and the intentions of
behaviours are derived from the context in which they occur. An action
is not plucked-off from the context in which it takes place, but is
interpreted consistent with the context. To understand a phenomenon,
one has to understand the context. Context facilities the prediction,
explanation and understanding of a phenomenon. Context is basically
the setting where an action or phenomenon occurs; the ambience; 'a
collection of symbols, with the meaning of any one symbol derived from
its relationship with the other symbols in a particular culture' (Hinds,
Chaves and Cypess, 1992). Context is multi-layered, its boundary

demarcated as per the purpose and focus of the study. Context is both
spatial and temporal.

Emphasis on Holism

In qualitative research, an action or phenomenon is not broken into
narrow variables, but is seen as embedded in a context and as being
complexly and inextricably related with a number of other processes
and factors. A qualitative researcher seeks to bring out the way the
action or phenomenon is interrelated with other factors and how they
configure each other. More important, the meaning of every variable
chosen to study a phenomenon or process too gets derived from the
context. This does not mean that a qualitative researcher relates
factors indiscriminately; discretion is exercised in the selection of
factors to be so related (Denzin, 1998).

Intensive/In-depth

Qualitative studies are most often intensive and in-depth in nature.
They choose to study smaller communities; hence these studies can be
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intensive and in-depth. Since the studies are usually of small
communities, they are able to be holistic and naturalist in perspective,
and they can focus a great deal on the context. A pre-literate
community, a village, a caste group within a village, a (section of an)
organisation, and a collection of individuals sharing a set of
characteristic attributes that demarcates them from the mainstream
society (like contra-cultural groups, individuals suffering from a
specific ailments) are some examples of small communities that can be
studied intensively.

Long Period of Data Collection

The studies being intensive, the process of data collection in qualitative
studies too is usually of long duration with a longer contact by the
researcher with the field and the participants. The data collection
process is not a one-time interaction between the researcher and the
respondents; it is long drawn with opportunities for several meetings.
This helpsto build rapport with the community. As aresult, the content
and the quality of data collected changes as the study progresses. The
researcher is able to increasingly merge with the field and become
unobtrusive. In other words, the presence of the researcher does not
affect the normal life or behaviour of the respondents or the community
he/she is studying. This facilitates capturing the field as naturally as
possible. Furthermore, the researcher gets an opportunity to observe
an individual or event from several angles, on many occasions, and in
different locations. This facilitates capturing the reality holistically.

Since the data collection process is very long, the researcher need not
and cannot go with a pre-decided plan of data collection and choose to
be blind to new research questions thrown up during data collection.
Put differently, a qualitative researcher need not go with a neatly
planned and rigid study design: he/she must keep an open mind with an
initial plan of action for entering and starting the fieldwork. Thus, the
data collection process is an iterative process, and is expected to
constantly respond to new observations and research questions that
emerge from the field. The researcher constantly engages with the data
collected and reflexively reformulates research questions, data
collection procedures, and so on, (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).

Essentially this means, that the researcher is simultaneously
engaged in both the collection and the analysis of data. Through this
continuous process of reflexive, iterative engagement with the field and
the data, the researcher startsto have a rudimentary understanding of
the community, arrives at categories and concepts, and develops
rudimentary explanations; all of which in turn are expected to lead to a
higher level of explanation or theory. Data |leads to new categories and
explanations', the new categories and explanations warrant a new set of
informants or newer facets to be observed and the cycle continues. The
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collection-analysis-interpretation of data is interactive, iterative,
inductive and reflexive process.

Obviously, in qualitative research, one does not begin with rigid
ideas on collecting data. Methods of data collection depend on research
questions, and these questions depend on the context as it unfolds.
Here research rules are not hard and fast, but are more like principles
to follow. Data collection methods or instruments require relatively
little standardisation or structure.

Understanding Meaning and Process

While studying an event or process in a social setting, qualitative
research aims to bring out the meaning that is attributed by members
of the society, than arriving at universal de-contextualised
explanations for such events/processes. The importance of context
again gets highlighted here. By trying to grasp an insiders' or emic
view, one tries to understand than explain events/processes. In other
words, we are not giving opinions, but we try to understand the
phenomenon located within the worldview of the society studied. The
understanding that emerges is ideographic rather than nomothetic.

The strength of qualitative research lies in capturing processes. By
focusing intensively, it can capture a process from the beginning to end
as a pathway with details of all branching and iterations. A
guantitative survey, on the other hand, would only bring out
information about important nodal points and not the entire stream of
the process.

RESEARCH PROCEDURES

Quantitative studies proceed with well-conceived conceptualisation,
clearly worked out rigid study design, pre-identified concepts, and
operationally defined variables. This is important for ensuring a high
level of reliability of data collected. This is possible because these
studies look for relationship between narrowly defined variables or aim
at testing a set of hypotheses. Qualitative studies, on the other hand,
are most often exploratory in nature; exploratory in the sense of
studying an altogether new population, a new problem, finding out new
concepts, new meanings, new variables, local vocabulary and
classifications. Hence, one may not start a qualitative study with
explicitly stated conceptualisation. One is not completely void of any a
priori ‘'implicit’ conceptualisation (Mahtani, 2004), construct or
understanding of the problem being studied. However, these implicit
constructs cannot be allowed to determine the subsequent
understanding, constructions and conceptualisation overwhelmingly.
It is, indeed, a strong challenge for a researcher to transcend these a
priori implicit constructs and be open to change these constructions lest
one's preconceived notions, political position or value framework may
determine the trajectory and outcome of the study. This reiterates the
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need for a flexible study design, with openness in selection of data
collection methods and a responsive reflective way of selecting study
units. These should unfold as one proceeds into the study (Creswell,
1988; Glesne, 1999; Taylor and Bogdan, 1984).

Data Collection Methods

Data collected in qualitative studies are usually in the form of
narratives and descriptions. These could be direct narrations of an
informant or descriptions based on observation by the researcher or
from a written document. Unstructured, informal interviews combined
with observation are the principle data collection methods used in
qualitative studies. These interviews lack structure or control,
everything is negotiable, an informant is free to treat a question as
he/she likes; it need not have any written set of questions, conducted
usually in natural settings and there is no formal role of the
interrogator. Most often, one gets more than one chance to interview an
informant. Thus, aresearcher may start the first encounter as a casual
chat to get introduced, gain rapport, and get a feeling about the
community or group. Progressively, the researcher may infuse a sense
of purpose, order and rigour into this process. In the subsequent
encounters, the researcher comes out with a clear purpose in his/her
mind, may feel free to jot down points or electronically record them, and
could even come prepared with a checklist or an interview guide. These
interviews are combined with observation. A researcher, after gaining
acceptance and rapport in the community, is able to observe the
happening in the community or group without creating strong
reactions or resentment among their members. Notwithstanding
his/her presence in the community the members may remain 'natural’
and unperturbed. Hence, the researcher is able to observe the
behaviour and interactions of individuals in as natural a setting as
possible.

Methods such as ethnography, focus group discussion and case study
involve such type of interviews in conjunction with observation as the
basic building block. Ethnography is the qualitative method par
excellence. It is characterised by a long period of intimate study of a
small, well-defined community through face-to-face interaction with
the community members, attempting at a holistic, emic description of
the culture. The high degree of rapport that the method allows to be
developed with the informants provides the best ground to study a
culture in its 'natural’ setting, including the most 'banal’ situations. It
provides a high degree of flexibility in terms of design and execution. It
allows for combining other methods with it.

Focus group discussion involves explicit use of group interaction to
collect data and insights. It is used to focus on a topic by exploring in
greater depth the problem to be investigated and its possible causes. It
could be used to generate operational definitions, hypotheses,
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vocabularies, and to orient oneself to a new field. It is best to conduct
focus group discussion as part of an ethnographic study (Morgan,
1988).

Case study, strictly speaking, is not a method of collecting data, but a
framework for collection of datain a focused way, or it is a framework to
organise already collected data. Data collection for case studies could be
by a number of tools or methods, though the interview remains the
principle method. Case study usually focuses on a specific problem,
institution, event or an individual. Case study could be conducted as a
stand-alone or as part of ethnography.

Lack of strict pre-decided study designs, the inductive process of
data collection-analysis process, and longer duration allows flexible use
of data collection methods and techniques either separately or in
conjunction with other methods. Once rapport is established, a number
of methods involving group interactions such as participatory mapping

and card sorting could be used ingeniously for collecting data on specific
domains.

Data Analysis

In survey method, largely using quantitative data, the design of the
study is extremely rigorous. The kind of data collected, the form in
which variables are defined and operationalised, and the form of
results expected allow for such systematisation and pre-deciding the
study design, including data analysis. In such a study, data analysisis
a distinct stage of research, with almost no relationship with the
process of data collection or theory building. Although the data
collected would determine the form of analysis, both data collection and
data analysis would not change once they are decided (Wolcott, 1994).
On the other hand, data analysis in the case of in-depth qualitative
research cannot be just a terminal process. This is because data
collection is a protracted process usually. A researcher has the
opportunity to look at the data and to read, re-read and grapple with
the filed notes continuously throughout the period of data collection.
Gaps in the data when identified are sought to be filled. New patterns
and explanations are arrived at, and tested back in the field. Thus, the
researcher moves back and forth between the field and the field-notes.
In this process, he/she tries to put in some form of order to the data.
Data storing and reduction: Writing detailed notes in different
formats are inevitable. At the end of the study, a researcher may be left
with field notes running into hundreds of pages. In addition to
field-notes and field diary, one can also maintain different types of
write-ups, logs, matrices, maps and other pictorial/schematic
representation of data. For example, alogis daily recording of activities
undertaken in the field. It is a two-sided recording in a register, with
interviews planned for the day to the left and those conducted during
the day to theright. Hence, theinterviews missed, the onesthat have to
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be followed further, or the topics that have to be probed further, etc,,
could be carried forward to the next day.

Memos or notes are condensed write-ups of the elaborate
field-notes/diary. While field-notes/diary is written every day,
notes/memos are written as and when one finds substantial material on
a particular topic. They could be in the form of topical, analytical or
methodological notes. Topical notes are written on specific topics; they
are largely descriptive in nature. Topical notes are often cross-referred
to other related previously written notes. As and when a researcher is
able to look at patterns and relations among a range of observations,
underlying structures of more surface processes, abstractions of
elaborate empirical events, and so on, they could be written down as
analytical notes. As the fieldwork proceeds, an analytical note may be
further refined, elaborated, questioned, or even refuted (Bernard,
2002).

Problems, limitations, variations or innovations attempted in the
methodology could be written down as methodological notes. This is
extremely important for an ethnographer who continuously engages
with the field over a long period using methods, which are not
pre-designed, but as they evolve, and, therefore, are her/his creative
products or, at least, variations or improvements over what has been
already recorded in the literature. Such notes serve as temporal
contexts to look back and interpret data.

A case study or life history is essentially used to reorganise and
reduce data. Data pertaining to individuals, families, events or
institutions collected over a period and lying scattered across different
pages of the field diary are put together in one place. They are given
form through a narration with underlying objectives. They could be
analysed and supplementary interviews could be conducted to fill any
gaps in the data.

Timeline is a pictorial representation of events that have taken place
in the study area in the recent decades or during the period with which
the researcher is concerned. This is like a graph with just the 'X'-axis
representing time with important events located. In parallel, other
related changes that have taken place could also be indicated as
horizontal bars above or below the axis. The advantage of a timelineis
that a large chunk of data written over many pages or distributed all
over could be brought together and presented in one single page. It
helps to bring out the relationship between inter-related aspects and
especially temporal changes graphically, and would be of use in
analysis. It could also indicate gaps in the data or contradictions in the
interpretation of temporal data.

Maps are another category of useful pictorial instruments which
help to collect, in a single page, special representations of various
aspects of the field. For example, a typical village map could
incorporate data on actual location of houses/settlements/communities,
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lands, facilities, distance to facilities (or time taken to reach),
distribution of facilities or resources across settlements or
communities, distribution of occurrence of events, and so on. Maps are
often drawn in the beginning of one's study to get a grasp of the
community. But it is more useful to work on the maps concurrently,
improving upon the details, updating the changes, and recording
occurrence of new events. Locating one's informants in the map or
number of interviews conducted in different settlements could, in fact,
indicate which part of the field is being over-emphasised, and which,
under-studied.

Maps could be used innovatively. For example, one can plot
movement of an individual or groups (say women workers) in a day or
across seasons, special restrictions or preferred spaces of groups
(gender/caste), and so on. A researcher can construct maps with the
help of one or two key informants. More useful and appropriate would
be to construct the maps in a participatory manner, sitting with a group
of youth or women in the community. Here we use maps to represent
space. Interestingly maps could be used to study cognitive
representation of space in a community.*

These instruments used for data storing and reducing help to sift,
sieve and organise voluminous field-notes to look for patterns, special
variations and temporal changes. These instruments make feasible a
more rigorous engagement with one's field-notes. They also help to
keep track of what data is being collected and the gaps in that data and
where to probe further to fill those gaps. Preliminary analysis begins as
one makes these memos and pictorial representations.

Problems of Quality and Validity

The uniqueness of qualitative method is its interpretative and
constructive epistemology. Starting with the premises of these
epistemologies, speaking anything on validity and reliability becomes
problematic, and needs qualification. In qualitative research,
reliability or validity cannot be looked at in the same sense as in
quantitative methods. Instead, a number of strategies are used to
improve the quality of data collected. One such strategy, which
contributes to the high quality of information collected, is the intensive
nature of the study, covering a small population over along period. This
enables a holistic and in-depth understanding of the reality.

Triangulation is another strategy used to ensure the quality of data
collected. Triangulation means using more than one method to collect
data on the same phenomenon. Information thus collected are
compared, inconsistencies are noted and taken with caution. Similarly,
data on the same phenomenon is collected from different vantage
points in terms of location of individual s, seasons, and so on. This helps
to capture the variations in the aspect over the entire spatial and
temporal spectrum.
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Sampling again is a misnomer in qualitative research. But textbooks
use the term theoretical sampling to refer to the process of selection of
informants who represent the community, not statistically, but
theoretically, in the sense of having more knowledge about the
community, or any specific aspect of the community life (Miles and
Huberman, 1994). Selection of informants determines the quality of
data to a great extent. Obviously, this process does not proceed in a
pre-determined way. It unfolds as one proceeds with the study. In the
initial stage of gaining entry and building rapport, one requires
informants who can facilitate access to all the sections in the
community. But, as the study progresses, we look for informants who
are considered to have knowledge on the aspect off our interest.
Knowledge could be by virtue of personal experience, membership in a
group (by demographic, social, occupational or other criteria),
expertise, holding an office, or merely by being an aged and learned
person. Informant selection should also consider the entire range of
variations possible in any dimension of our interest and attempt to
recruit informants to theoretically represent the entire continuum on
these dimensions. Informant selection should be responsive to and
match with the theoretical conceptualisation that emerges
progressively. This requires constant iteration between field notes,
forming explanations, identification of gaps or contrary findings and
hence identification of new informants. This iteration continues till the
researcher reaches a point of saturation when no more new theoretical
leads or gaps are identified.

CONCLUSION

Within social science theory and research, the limitations of positivist
epistemology in capturing social reality got increasingly articulated
since the turn of the twentieth century. Alternatively, a number of
post-positivist epistemologies came up. These epistemologies redefined
'science’, 'knowledge', and 'social reality'. Opinions, values and beliefs
discounted by the former as non-facts and relegated outside the realm
of knowledge were rearticulated back by the latter. The purpose of
social enquiry was, arguably, not to explain social phenomena from a
universal evaluative framework, but to understand from within.
Qualitative research methods grew in this philosophic and academic
climate. Qualitative methods strive to derive meaning of a socid
phenomenon from the context in which it takes place. A holistic
understanding of a phenomenon located within its context requires a
long-term, intensive study. To keep the phenomenon and the context
unaltered, a researcher requires a high level of acceptance. A longer
contact with the field provides opportunity for the researcher to be
responsive to a stream of new research questions thrown up in the field.
A researcher is expected to be open to capture them. Hence, one entersa
field conceptually open, with a flexible study design. Thus, from the
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start to the end, the researcher is constantly in dialogue with the field
and field-notes, engaging concurrently in data collection and data
analysis.
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NOTE

1. Daniel (1984), for instance, used maps to understand the difference between the
terms Gramam and Ur in a Tamil community. Similarly, Langford (2002) uses
maps to capture cognitive representation of Ayurvedic doshas in the human

body.
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