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Abstract  

The article analyzes how biographical-narrative research has currently become a perspecti
ve or specific approach in educational research, rather than just another qualitative method
ology to be added to the rest.  This type of research changes the usual concepts of what is
 considered knowledge in social science, and what is important to know.  However, since 
modern times there has been a methodological deficiency in the justification of this type of 
research (validity, generalization and reliability).  This study pulls together and describes th
e main lines of support for autobiographical accounts, critically analyzing the theoretical an
d epistemological disputes that have arisen in the last few years (positivism vs. hermeneuti
cs, paradigmatic method vs. narration of data analysis).  The paper also deals with the limit
ations and epistemological problems that arise from the defense of a strictly narrative data 
focus, and how this can be compatible with the paradigmatic ways of knowing. 

Key words: Biographical-narrative research, epistemology, qualitative research. 
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Resumen 

El artículo analiza cómo la investigación biográfico-narrativa se ha constituido actualmente 
en una perspectiva o enfoque específico de investigación educacional, y no sólo en una 
metodología cualitativa más para añadir a las existentes.  Esta forma de investigar altera 
los modos habituales de lo que se entiende por conocimiento en ciencias sociales y de lo 
que importa conocer;  no obstante, desde la modernidad se arrastra un déficit 
metodológico para justificarla (validez, generalización y fiabilidad).  Este trabajo se 
concentra y describe las principales líneas de fundamentación de los relatos 
autobiográficos, analizando críticamente las disputas teóricas y epistemológicas que se 
han dado en los últimos años (positivismo vs. hermenéutica, modo paradigmático vs. 
narrativo de análisis de datos).  El estudio también expone las limitaciones y problemas 
epistemológicos que surgen de la defensa de un enfoque propiamente narrativo de datos 
y cómo puede ser compatible con los modos paradigmáticos de conocer. 
 
Palabras clave: Investigación biográfica y narrativa, epistemología, investigación 
cualitativa. 

Introduction 

Kant headed the second edition of his Critique of Pure Reason with the motto 
given in the title (in the affirmative formulation).  It was taken from Francis Bacon, 
and was a sign and guarantee of the work’s objectivity.  Only when individuality is 
removed is science really being done.  What has happened since then, that we 
consider that “we keep quiet about ourselves” should, paradoxically, be changed to 
“de nobis ipsis loquemur” (we talk about ourselves)? The positivist ideal was to 
establish a distance between researcher and object, correlating greater 
depersonalization with increase of objectivity.  Narrative inquiry is simply a denial 
of  that assumption, because the informants speak about themselves, without 
silencing their subjectivity. 

The progressive exhaustion of positivism and the rehabilitation of hermeneutics, as 
their own modes of knowledge in social sciences, have changed the landscape. 
Dilthey, at the beginning of the last century, contributed decisively in giving their  
own epistemological status to the human sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), 
identifying the personal relationships lived by each individual as the key to 
hermeneutic interpretation. These lived experiences (erlebnis, which Ortega y 
Gasset translated as “experiences”) are the basis of understanding (verstehen) of 
human actions. The Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset, influenced by Dilthey, 
defending historical reason, notedin his essay History As a Systemthat in 
opposition to pure physico-mathematic reason, there is, then, a narrative reason. 
To understand something human, personal or collective, it is necessary to tell a 
story.” 

From phenomenology, Husserl (1991), in the thirties, made (The Crisis of 
European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology) a lucid analysis of how 
modern science (Galileo, Descartes) excluded the “world of life” (lebenswelt), by 
which is “made an abstraction of the subjects as persons with a personal life.” 
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Many of the problems we dragged in to fit narrative research into traditional 
research comes from this separation introduced by modern science. Such 
exclusionhe argueswould not be justified in that the scientific/objective is 
based on lebenswelt (the world of life), prior and original base of all evidence.  For 
this he suggests, instead of reducing it to scientific objectivity, “to take the world 
purely and in a totally exclusive manner just as the world has meaning and validity 
of existence in our life of consciousness [...], as subjectivity productive of validity” 
(p. 156). 

Biographical research (from life-history), and especially, narrative (narrative 
inquiry), before the postmodern disappointment of the great narrations and the 
vindication of the personal subject in the social sciences, is each day acquiring 
greater relevance.  As we have defended and explained at length in a recent book 
(Bolivar, Domingo and Fernandez, 2001) it entails a specific focus of inquiry with its 
own credibility and legitimacy to build knowledge in education. It demands, 
therefore, a distinctive mode of conventional qualitative paradigm, without limiting 
itself to a methodology of the collection and analysis of data.  To that extent, it 
alters some suppositions of the settled modes of research, making of this practice 
something more accessible, natural or democratic.  Having their own experiences 
and “reading” (in the sense of “interpreting”) of such deeds and actions, in light of 
the stories the actors tell, it becomes a peculiar perspective of research. 

We attempt in this article the following objectives:  

a) To stress the relevance and characterize narration in educational research, and 
especially, to induce the formation in this field of a community of researchers with 
this approach as a valuable means (alternative or complementary) of constructing 
knowledge in education. 

b) To give an account of the current restructuring of the traditional epistemological 
categories and of what is meant by performing science, and what knowledge 
narrative research contributes as opposed to formal investigation. 

c) To show the principal lines of epistemological foundation of the autobiographical 
stories, echoing the theoretical and epistemological disputes that have occurred in 
recent years. 

d) To reaffirm their own (narrative) way of knowing, versus the established 
paradigmatic, leading to a strictly narrative analysis; becoming aware of the 
epistemological problems we debate today. 

e) The theoretical principles of narration constitute, as noted, a specific way of 
investigating.  We derive, then, the debate prior to its methodological implications: 
if the treatment of narration must be formal, or, rather, consistent with its specificity, 
singular. 
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I. The hermeneutic turn and the narrative in social sciences   

Biographical and narrative research in education is established, then, within the 
“hermeneutic turn” produced in the seventies in the social sciences. From the 
positivist case it changed to an interpretative perspective, in which the meaning of 
the actors becomes the central focus of the investigation.  The social phenomena 
(and, among them, education) will be understood as “texts”, whose value and 
meaning, primarily, are given by the self-interpretation that subjects relate in the 
first person, where the temporal and biographical dimension occupies a central 
position . 

In this regard, the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer has been the one 
who has best contributed to support the new ontology underlying epistemology. 
Thus, in some reflections on his great work Truth and Method (Gadamer, 1992), he 
stated that “human society lives in institutions that seem determined by the self-
comprehension of the individuals who make up the society [...] There is no social 
reality, with all its their real pressures, which is not expressed in a linguistically-
articulated consciousness” (pp. 232 and 237). Of similar type, rejecting the 
positivist treatment, Charles Taylor (1985) pointed out that we are essentially “self-
interpreting animals”animals that interpret themselvesi.e., there are no 
structures of meaning independent of their interpretation.  This self-interpretation is 
undecipherable outside the narrative the individual produces biographically. This 
has seen, following the path opened up by Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur (1995), for 
whom the action is a text to interpret, and human time is built in a narrative way. 

Coupled with our postmodern condition, we are, then, in a crisis of the established 
paradigmatic modes of knowing, where the role of the researcher/subject and the 
need to include subjectivity in the process of understanding reality are re-
expressed.  People’s narratives of people merge productively with the researcher’s 
narratives to understand social reality. The usual criteria (validity, generalization, 
reliability) of legitimation have begun to falter. Biographical-narrative research 
increases the crisis by introducing a rift between the experience lived and the way 
it should be represented in research discourse. There emerges, then, with all its 
force, the dynamic materiality of the subject and his 1 personal dimensions 
(affective, emotional and biographical), which can only be expressed by 
biographical narratives in social sciences (Chamberlayne, Bornat and Wengraf, 
2000).  In turn, the growth and popularity reached by narrative inquiry about the life 
stories and biographies of those involved in education (Goodson and Sikes, 2001) 
reflectas has been lucidly pointed out by Hargreaves (1986)our current 
postmodern situation, where the only refuge left is the self.  

We understand as narrative, the structured quality of experience understood and 
seen as a story; or else (as a research focus), guidelines and forms of constructing 
meaning, based on temporal personal actions, by means of the description and 
biographical analysis of the data.  It is a particular reconstruction of the experience, 
by which, through a reflective process, meaning is given to what happened or was 
lived (Ricoeur, 1995).  Plot, time sequence, characters, situation, are ingredients of 
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the narrative configuration (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000).  To narrativize life in a 
self story isas Bruner and Ricoeur saya way of inventing one's self, of giving 
oneself an identity (narrative).  In its highest expression (autobiography) it is also 
the production of the ethical project of what the life has been and will be (Bolivar, 
1999). 

Moreover, biographical research has a long tradition in Latin America, especially in 
Mexico.  After its employment in the thirties by the so-called Chicago School, 
Oscar Lewis (1966) wrote, at the beginning of the sixties, the familiar story of 
Mexico’s Sanchez family, who made a strong impact (published in English in 1961, 
and translated in the following years into French and Italian), coinciding with the 
crisis of the Quantitative Methods in Sociology. The interwoven stories of the 
various members of the family (father and four children) provided a practical 
example of making another kind of history. 

II. Hermeneutic-narrative research versus traditional-positivist 

Biographical and narrative research in education, rather than the scientific method 
prevailing today, require other criteria, going beyond the contrast established 
between objectivity and subjectivity, and based on evidence originating in the world 
of life.  As a mode of knowledge, the story captures the richness and detail of the 
meanings in human affairs (motivations, feelings, desires or purposes) that cannot 
be expressed in definitions, factual statements or abstract propositions, the way 
logical-formal reasoning expresses things. “The object of the narrativesays 
Bruner (1988, p. 27)is the vicissitudes of human intentions.” 

The peak of hermeneutic turn, parallel to the fall of positivism and the aspiration to 
give a “scientific” explanation for human actions, has led us to understand social 
phenomena (and teaching) as “text”, whose value and meaning is given by the  
hermeneutic self-interpretation which the actors offer for it. Instead of trying to 
provide an explanation of the teaching, breaking it down into discrete variables or 
establishing indicators of efficiency, it is understood that the significance of the 
actors should be the central focus of attention. The great universal and abstract 
principles, by their generalization, distort the understanding of the concrete and 
particular actions.  A hermeneutic-narrative, by contrast, allows the understanding 
of the psychological complexity of the narratives that individuals make out of the 
conflicts and dilemmas in their lives.  

However, with the rationalism of modern science, there has been imposed, as a 
kind of justified rationality, a type of discourse that proceeds by hypothesis,  
evidence and conclusions, following the laws of logic or of induction; and relegates 
to the subjective realm the entire dimension of the expression of experiences.  This 
conventional type of research not only fails when it addresses life experiences, but 
rejects these as a possible object of research, upon entering the realm of the 
subjective, which should be excluded from scientific research (Van Manen, 1990). 
The basic assumption of departure of this type of rationalityas Kant said in the  
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motto mentioned in the title of this paperis that the less subjective and more 
objective something is, the greater the degree of its scientific nature.  Hermeneutic 
research, in contrast, aims to give meaning and to understand (as opposed to 
“explain” cause/effect relationships) the experience lived and narrated. 

The sense of an actionwhat makes it intelligiblecan come only from the 
narrative explanation given by the agent concerning the short-term intentions, 
motives and purposes she has for it, and more broadly how it fits into the horizon of 
her life.  Van Manen himself (1994, p. 159) has reported: 

The current interest in stories and narrative can be seen as the expression of a 
critical attitude toward knowledge and technical rationality, and scientific formalism, 
and toward knowledge and information. Interest in the narrative expresses the 
desire to return to meaningful experiences we encounter in everyday life, not as a 
rejection of science, but rather as a method that can address concerns that 
normally are excluded by normal science. [...] The meaning of the expansion of 
narrative methodology in North American educational research is probably not so 
much a new methodology as a form of humanized scientific research, expressed in 
narrative and biography. 

Breaking decidedly with a concept of instrumental rationality or technology of 
education, in which education is a means to achieve specific results, the narrative 
is addressed to the contextual, specific and complex nature of the educational 
processes. The judgment of the teacher matters in this process, which always 
includes, besides the technical aspects, the moral, emotional and political 
dimensions. 

Coming from the psychological field, Polkinghorne (1988) has made a good history 
of psychological narratives, asserting that narrative is “the primary way in which 
meaning is given to human experience.”2  Similarly, Hunter McEwan (1997) says 
that narrative is “the proper form for characterizing human actions”.  In this context, 
life stories acquire a great relevance, both as objects of research and as  
methodology (Goodson and Sikes, 2001), in which is reflectively and explicitly 
stated a chronicle of the self in the social geography and time of the life.  As a 
heuristic use of reflectiveness, the informing subject becomes a co-researcher of 
his own life.  

On the other hand, there has been vindicated for women, their own way of 
knowing, different from logical-formal, androcentric reasoning (belonging to an 
epistemic self), which leads the narrative to be considered as a specific form of 
female discourse.  It Includes the “voice” and assumes the status of author in the 
discourse of research (expressed in first person singular), equivalent to a 
“dialogical” self that feels and loves, as opposed to the dominant mode of 
discourse about teaching (rationalist or supposedly neutral report, typical of an 
alien asexual, i.e. angelic one).  Orality had, since its first use (e.g. in oral history) a 
militant vocation of giving voice to “silenced lives” (McLaughlin & Tierney, 1993), 
among which would be those of  women.  The life stories of female teachers are 
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providing a new way of understanding the teaching profession, in which the 
personal and professional are brought together (Weiler and Middleton, 1999). 

The story is thus a way of understanding and expressing life, in which the author's 
voice is present.  Because of the educational activity, it is a practical action that 
occurs in specific situations, guided by certain intentions, it seemsas teachers 
show when they tell us about their classesthat stories and the narrative are a 
way, at least as valid as the paradigmatic, of understanding and expressing 
teaching.  In this sense, Elbaz (1991, p. 3) emphasizes that: 

Narrative is the very stuff of teaching, the landscape in which we live as teachers or 
researchers, and within which the meaning of teachers’ work can be appreciated. 
This is not just a claim concerning the emotional or aesthetic side of the notion of 
story, in keeping with an intuitive understanding of teaching;  it is, on the contrary, 
an epistemological proposal, that the knowledge of teachers is expressed in their 
own terms by narrations, and can be best understood in this way. 

If explanation is the mode of becoming aware of natural phenomena (Von Wright, 
1979) establishing constant connections between its elements, then understanding 
would be the mode of becoming aware of human actions from the intentions which 
give them meaning.  Neither methodological monism nor dualism would take us 
back to a situation already overcome. To the extent that the explanatory 
procedures in the social sciences are homogeneous with the science of nature, 
there is continuity in the scientific field.  But equally, understanding contributes, in 
the knowledge of actions or human institutions, a specific component that is 
irreducible to causal explanation. Therefore, it is fairer to express it in dialectical 
terms: “the necessary mediation of comprehension through explanation” (Ricoeur, 
1977, p.131) and, alternatively, of the latter by the former. 

III. Two Modes of scientific knowledge: Paradigmatic vs. Narrative 

Jerome Bruner has been one of the researchers who has contributed most to 
giving epistemological status to the narrative mode of knowledge and reasoning. 
His work Two modes of thought, collected in Bruner (1988, pp. 23-53), meant, in its 
time, the eruption in the psychological and educational world of the narrative 
program, as well as an initial and excellent legitimation.  In it, Bruner speaks of 
“two ways of knowing and thinking,” each with its own distinctive forms of 
organizing  experience, constructing reality and understanding the world; its 
universality, in all cultures, suggests they may be based on the human genome: 
but if we do not want to be innativists, it could well be saidas generativiststhat 
they are given by the very nature of language (Bruner, 1997): they have different 
cognitive functions, represent two forms of understanding reality, are not reducible 
one to the other, and more relevant, the forms for judging validity also differ (Table 
1). 
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The Paradigmatic Mode of knowing and thinking, according to the inherited  
logical-scientific tradition, is expressed in a propositional knowledge standardized 
by rules, maxims or prescriptive principles.  This Paradigmatic Mode is not strictly 
identified with classical positivism, although it comprehends it. 

Table I. Two forms of scientific knowledge in the study of  
human action, according to  Bruner 

 
 Paradigmatic 

(Logical-scientific) 
Narrative 

(Literary-historical) 
Characters  
 

“Scientific” study of human 
behavior. Propositional 

Popular Lore (folklore), 
constructed in biographic-
narrative mode. 

Methods of 
verification 

Argument: proceedings 
and methods established 
by the positivist position. 

Story: Hermeneutics, 
interpretation, narratives, 
etc. 

Discourse/ 
Speeches 

Discourse of investigation: 
set objectives, no 
evaluation, abstract. 

Discourse of practics: 
expressed in intentions, 
desires, actions, personal 
histories. 

Types of 
knowledge 

Formal knowledge, 
explicative by cause-effect, 
certainty, predictable  

Practical knowledge, which 
represents intentions and 
meanings, plausible, non-
transferable 

Forms Propositional: categories, 
rules, principles. The voice 
of the researcher 
disappears. 

Narrative: particular and 
temporal, metaphors, 
images. Voice of actors 
and researcher are 
represented/heard. 

 
 
In contrast, the second, emerging, is the Narrative Mode (sintagmatic), 
characterized by presenting concrete human experience as a description of the 
intentions, through a sequence of events in times and places, in which the 
biographical-narrative stories are the privileged means of knowledge and research 
(Huberman, Thompson, and Weiland, 2000).  

If in the first there are shared procedures of rationality and verification, the 
Narrative Mode is qualitatively different in centering on feelings, experiences and 
actions depending on specific contexts. This narrative knowledge is another 
legitimate way of constructing knowledge, which should not be confined to the 
realm of emotional expressions: 

The two Modes (though complementary) are irreducible one to the other.  Attempts 
to reduce one mode to the other or to ignore one at the expense of the other 
inevitably cause the loss of the rich diversity contained in thinking.  Moreover, these 
two ways of knowing have their own functional principles and their own criteria of 
correctness. They differ primarily in their procedures of verification (Bruner, 1988, 
p. 23).  



Bolívar: “De nobis ipse silemus?”: Epistemology... 

Revista Electrónica de Investigación Educativa Vol. 4, No. 1, 2002 9

Thus, contrasted with a logical way of arguing, the narrative mode of knowledge is 
based on the fact that human actions are unique and not repeatable, and 
addresses their distinctive characteristics. Its wealth of nuances cannot then be 
exhibited in  definitions, categories or abstract propositions. If paradigmatic thinking 
is expressed in concepts, the narrative does it through anecdotal descriptions of 
particular incidents in the form of stories that allow us to understand how human 
beings make sense of what they do.  By the same token, they should not, at the 
risk of strangling them, be reduced to a set of abstract or general categories that 
annul their singularity. 

Similarly, Polkinghorne (1988, p.159) contrasts the narrative knowledge of the 
humanities with the knowledge of the physical or natural sciences.  The first “do not 
produce knowledge that leads to the prediction and control of human experience, 
but instead, they generate knowledge that deepens and enhances the 
understanding of human experience.” This knowledge organizes events into 
integrated units of meaning; the events are arranged in sequence, instead of 
categories. Narrative knowledge is more concerned with human intentions and 
meanings than with discrete facts; more with the coherence of logic and 
understanding than with prediction and control. 

Continuing now with the fine analysis of Polkinghorne (1995), the paradigmatic 
mode of knowledge is characterized by classifying individuals and stories under a 
concept or category (a set of common attributes shared by individuals).  In all these 
cases, it has to do with establishing to which each of the individual instances 
belongs; of including the particular in the formal (category or concept), annulling 
any individual difference that ought to be classifiable. The paradigmatic mode is 
fixed, especially, on the attributes that define the individual items as instances of a 
category, and not in that which differentiates one member from other members of a 
category. 

From this perspective, it is important to note that paradigmatic reasoning is 
common in quantitative and qualitative research designs.  In quantitative designs, 
the categories are pre-selected before the collection of the data (e.g., a 
questionnaire), so that it is determined in advance which dimensions or events are 
instances of a category of interest, as well as to what degree or level they satisfy it. 
Certain quantitative techniques (e.g., factorial or “cluster analysis”) allow them to 
be grouped into common factors. 

By contrast, in qualitative designs, the emphasis is on the construction or inductive 
generation of categories that would permit the contribution of a categorical identity 
and classification of the collected data, which are examined according to significant 
nuclei, in codification frameworks that serve to separate data by groups of similar 
categories. Through an analytical process, data are broken down, conceptualized, 
grouped and integrated into categories as in Glaser and Strauss’s analysis of 
“grounded theory” (1967). Most qualitative analyses consist of a resourceful 
process between the data and the emergence of categorical definitions, through a 
process that produces classifications, organizing the data according to a specified 
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and selective set of common dimensions. Thus, they do not differ in this aspect 
from the so-called quantitative analysis, only now the categories are not 
predetermined; they are induced or emerge from the data. 

What belongs, then, to the paradigmatic way of thinking, which includesas we 
have just seenthe analysis known as qualitative, is to organize experience in 
such a way as to produce a network of concepts which group together the common 
elements by categories with some degree of abstraction. The knowledge is 
decontextualized so that it can unify the uniqueness and diversity of each 
experience.  It is curious that we tend to  catalog as “qualitative” a research by the 
manner in which it collects data (field notes of participational observation, 
interviews, etc.), when what makes it qualitative should be, rather, as “grounded 
theory” emphasized, the way things are  analyzed and “represented”, that is to say, 
a different way of causing theory to emerge. 

This is evident in thematic analysis of content by categories: speech is discourse is 
broken up into subcategories, grouped taxonomically in the subheadings of each 
category (or its grouping: metacategory); the grid of categories is applied in the 
same manner to each interview, which allows them to be treated quantitatively, and 
even attempts to find causal relationships between categories. To do this, it is 
limited to the discourse contents, disdaining the very way of expressing them and 
their subjective meaning. “Thematic Analysis is based on the destruction of the 
structure of the unique speeches”, said Demazière Dunbar (1997, p. 19) in a good 
critique of this type of analysis. 

On the contrary, as we will see next, narrative reasoning works by means of a 
collection of individual cases that go  from one to another, and not from a case to a 
generalization.  The concern is not to identify each case under a general category; 
the knowledge proceeds by analogy, where an individual may or may not be similar 
to others.  What matters are the worlds lived by the interviewees, the unique 
senses  they express and the particular logic of argument they deploy. 

IV. Two types of narrative research in education 

We are now in condition, according to the foregoing reasoning, and closely 
following Polkinghorne (1995) and Bruner (1988), to distinguish two types of 
narrative research (Table 2). While both are legitimate forms of constructing  
knowledge in educational research, each has distinctive forms of generating 
knowledge and specific validation and reliability criteria, so that research reports 
done according to one mode cannot be verified according to the other. 

a) Paradigmatic analysis of narrative data: studies based on narratives, oral 
history or life, but whose analysis (normally called “qualitative”) proceeds by 
paradigmatic typologies, taxonomies or categories, to arrive at certain 
generalizations of the group studied. 
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This has been the predominating manner of qualitative research: the data obtained 
are examined according to general and common patterns.  From a temporal point 
of view, data can be clarified either diachronically or synchronously.  
Diachronically, the data contains temporal information about the sequential 
relationship between the events; they describe when an event occurred and the 
effects it had on what followed.  Thus, in autobiographical organization, there are 
included references to when and why certain actions had such and such results or 
impacts.  In synchronous organization, they are framed as categorical answers to 
the researcher’s questions.  

The paradigmatic mode of data analysis usually consists of looking for common 
themes or conceptual groupings in a set of narrations collected as a data or field 
base.  Two types of paradigmatic analyses are usually made: 

The concepts are derived from the previous theory, and are applied to determine 
how each of the particular instances are grouped under the grid of categories. 

Another, where in place of the research’s imposing the data concepts derived 
theoretically, the categories are derived inductively from the data, which have been 
the most extensive in so-called qualitative research. 

The “grounded theory” of Glasser and Strauss (1967) provides a good illustration: 
inductive analysis consists of a recursive movement of the particular data, which 
we consider similar, to successive categories proposed by the investigator for 
grouping them.  Grouping the raw material into categories are tasks of analysis, 
and it may take a succession of category reformulations for the data to be best 
fitted into the categories. Then, an attempt is made to find relationships between 
categories, using matrixes. In any case, there is always an attempt, according to 
paradigmatic procedures, to generate general knowledge (grounded theory) from 
of a set of particular histories. Knowledge, in order to be valid, must be abstract 
and formal, scorning the singular and unique aspects of each story.  As for the 
well-known manual of Miles and Huberman (1984) on the Analysis of Qualitative 
Data, at bottom, in order to make qualitative research credible (need felt at the 
time), it imposes a “rigorous” treatment (i.e. paradigmatic or quantitative) on 
categorical narrative data. 

More clearly, as we mentioned earlier, all the thematic analyses of interviews, 
according to taxonomies of categories, have the same basic logic as the 
questionnaire: quantitative treatment of qualitative material that laterso as not to 
despise itis used for illustrative purposes, quotations selected from the 
interviews, which support what the quantitative analysis has previously determined. 
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Table II. Contrast between two types of narrative data analysis 
 

 Paradigmatic Analysis Narrative Analysis 
Modes  of 
Analysis 

Typologies, categories, 
normally established by the 
inductive method 

Coordinate data and voices in 
a story or plot, making a new 
narrative story. 

Interest Common themes, conceptual 
clusters, which facilitate 
comparison between cases. 
Generalization. 

Specific, distinctive elements. 
To reveal the unique and 
particular character of each 
case. Uniqueness    

Criteria Established scientific 
community: formal and 
categorical treatment. 

Authenticity, consistency; 
understandable, unique 
character. 

Results “Objective” report comparative 
analysis. The voices as 
illustration. 

Generate a new narrative 
history jointlybased on the 
different voicesby the 
researcher. 

Examples Analysis of conventional 
content, “grounded theory”. 

Anthropological reports, good 
news stories or television. 

 
 
b) Narrative Analysis, strictly speaking: studies based on particular cases 
(actions and events) but whose analysis (narrative, in the strict sense) produces 
the narrative of a plot or argument, through a narrative story that makes the data 
meaningful. Here we do not seek common elements, but unique elements that 
make up the story. 

In contrast with the previous paradigmatic mode, the result of an analysis of 
narratives is, at the same time, a particular narration, without trying to generalize; 
for example, a historical report, a case study, a life story, an episode narrated from 
the life of a particular person. The researcher's task in this type of analysis, is to 
configure the data elements in a story that unites and gives meaning to the data, to 
an authentic mode of expression of individual life, with the aim of expressing the 
individual life in an authentic manner, without manipulating the voice of the 
participants. The analysis requires the researcher to develop a plot or argument 
that will allow him to unify the elements temporally and thematially, giving a 
comprehensive answer to why something happened.  The data can come from 
very diverse sources, but the things is for them to be integrated and interpreted in a 
narrative intrigue.  The ultimate goal is, in this case, unlike the paradigmatic way, to 
reveal the unique character of an individual case and to provide an understanding 
of its particular complexity or idiosyncrasy.  

Thus, if under the umbrella of “qualitative research” one can speak of “narrative 
inquiry,” what we have wanted to show is that we must distinguish two types, 
consistent with Bruner’s (1988) Modes of Knowledge.  In both types, one works 
with narrative data, and they contribute in a relevant manner to the generation of 
social knowledge.  However, as we have just shown, the way they do this and the 
forms of representing the data in the research reports differ greatly. 
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Nevertheless, Polkinghorne’s (1995) distinction is not always pertinent, especially if 
it is understood as a dichotomous choice: an investigation is an “analysis of 
narrative data” or a “narrative analysis”.  As noted by Elbaz (1997), there may be in 
the investigation, legitimate interests which are not covered by just one “narrative 
analysis”.  Thus, to investigate the general professional trajectory of the teachers of 
an educational level, it may be suitable for us to recount a good number of life 
stories, requiring, by their own extension, some sort of data analysis (categorical, 
structural or of another type); but at the same time, we may be interested in 
reconstructing certain particular stories narratively. 

V. Data Analysis: between categorization and narrative 

Working with biographies sharply updates the intrinsic dilemma of social science 
research.  The source material, the life story of the persons, is so multiple but at the 
same time so unique that we have the impression of deteriorating it from the very 
moment we put our descriptive and analytical hands on that material. 

              Huberman (1998, p. 225) 

Let us, then, set down some of the serious epistemological problems that cause us 
to defend an autonomous or self-analysis of the narratives, as Michael Huberman 
expresses in the previous text.  Entering this dimension, in essence, reproduces, in 
its way, the old debate of anthropological research, between an emic and etic 
mode of proceeding, between descriptions from within (first person, 
phenomenological) versus descriptions from outside (third person, objectivist). 

First, it is evident that narrative inquiry, whose result is a narrative report.  Has the 
advantage of not violating or expropriating the voices of the subjects investigated, 
in that it does not impose categorical analyses of their words. The problem 
generated is that, if the teachers’ emic discourse is excessively respected, the 
interpretation gets caught inside the horizons of the interpreted (as would be the 
ethnography of the Trobiand Islanders created by themselves), precluding any 
comparative generalizable, or theoretical explanation which makes superfluous any 
task of analysis. Precisely, the greatness of the anthropology of the Trobiand 
Islanders by Malinowski (1973) lies in his having given us a reconstruction of their 
life and thought through his not being involved in their world.  

Under the motto the rejection of generalizations and possible distortions by 
teachers’ or students’ narratives, the emic discourse of these cannot be sanctified. 
At the end of the day, the teachers’ stories themselves are social constructs that 
give a particular meaning to facts, and as such, should be analyzed by the 
investigation.  As Huberman says, in educational research it seems legitimate to 
look for common themes and significance in the teachers’ unique biographies 
which would lead to possible explanations of why they say what they say.  In fact, 
this is what social scientists have claimed.  Within the relevant specifications, we 
defend this, because for these stories to be relevant to the purposes of the 
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investigation, they should also be subject to certain paradigmatic modes accepted 
for analyzing  information. 

In a voluminous report on world poverty, Pierre Bourdieu and his team (1999) favor 
oral testimony, refusing to do any type of analysis (categorical or not) of the ample 
biographical-narrative material collected; they only organize and give titles to the 
transcription of the 182 interviews in a coherent manner.  Thus, they report at the 
beginning: “We here deliver the testimony that men and women gave to us 
regarding their existence and the difficulty of living.  We organize and present them 
with the aim of getting the reader to give them a look as comprehensive as that 
which they impose upon us and which permit us to grant them the demands of the 
scientific method.” 

The main argument for this posture is to “give the means of understanding; that is, 
to take the words of the people as they are”, leaving to the readerin a kind of 
“democratization of the hermeneutic position”the task of analysis and 
understanding. Only at the end of the book is there a section (entitled 
“Understanding”) devoted to expressing some of epistemological presuppositions 
with which they have operated in the investigation.  Case studies are, thus, short 
stories of the people, properly in tune with the theme or life situation. 

The reactions it has provokedsome have dared to accuse the work of being 
“miserable sociology”, or have said that it contradicts the way in which Bourdieu 
himself had previously workedshow the crisis in methodology and in how to 
represent the words of the people with whom we met.  A formalist or strongly 
categorical analysis fragments the discourse into codifiable elements, de-
contectualizing it.  But an extreme “fidelity” to the discourse itself would limit the 
analysis to providing another narrative of the information collected, except that now 
the discourse is strung together.  The relationships between who reports and who 
analyzes the information, cannot be limited to “taking note of something”.  The task 
is, on the one hand, to decipher meaningfully the components and relevant 
dimensions of the lives of the subjects, and on the other, to situate the narrative 
stories in a context that will contribute to providing a structure in which they will 
have a broader application.  For the stories to be relevant to the purposes of the 
study, they must be reconstructed according to certain paradigmatic modes 
accepted for analyzing  information. 

The French work of Demazière and Dunbar (1997), How to Analyze  Biographical 
Interviews, is also exemplary of this grave methodological deficit concerning how to 
analyze biographical interviews, which are narrative discourse.  In it, while making 
a critique based on conventional methods of analysis, when they come to propose 
a Barthes-type structural analysis as an alternative for stories, it seems to us a 
definite way out.  They reject as insufficient, both an illustrative posture limited to 
making a selective use of the interviewees’ words in the service of what the 
researcher wants to show; and a hyper-realistic stance that attempts to assign all 
the value to the actual words of the interviewees, as if the words themselves were 
transparent.  Instead, they defend an analytical way of approaching the interviews, 
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with a theory generated from data analysis, and determined by a structural analysis 
of the biographical accounts.  In this sense, they think that the different techniques 
of content analysis are inadequate for analyzing the biographical interviews. 

VI. How did we turn out? 

We have noticed the tendency in social science  to “prune” the recorded voices of 
the actors, according to the taste of the researcher, manipulating the original 
discourse.  Currently, the matter lies in striking a balance between an interpretation 
that is not limited, from within, to the interviewees’ discourses; nor to an 
interpretation, from the outside, which would dispense with the nuances and 
modulations of the discourse narrated. Overcoming the mere collage of text 
fragments mixed ad hoc implies that the researcher should penetrate the complex 
set of symbols that people use to give meaning to their world and life, achieving a 
sufficiently-rich description in which they would acquire meaning. 

The final question is what status should be given to people’s words, or in other 
terms, whether the biographical is complementary or should have autonomy; in any 
case, how to represent the voices at a juncture of crisis in the representation. 
These do not reflect reality in themselves; they  discursively construct a world lived 
by the actors. The interview obeys specific rules of the production of meaning. 
Sustainable today are neither the illustrative postures (extracts from the interview, 
cited to illustrate what is said, a “selective appropriation”), nor in the extreme case, 
radical textualism (giving great place to the word of the interviewees, restoring the 
words as if they said it all. 

Meanwhile, categorical analysis (with all the variants, including computer 
programs, of content analysis) as a fence-straddling way out, has led to some 
disappointment, because we are not facing informative texts, but biographical 
narratives that humanly (by feeling, thinking, acting) construct a reality.  It has been 
little noticed that the empirical analysis of categorical content initially emerged 
(Berelson, 1952) for the treatment of informational or journalistic texts, in which the 
personal-emotional dimension is absent.  Hence, their application to texts that do 
not describe events, but reconstruct a world/life in the discourse itself is always 
deficient. The nuances of the narrativization of a life can never be caught in a 
thematic category.  Demazière and Dunbar (1997, p. 94) even claim that, in the 
case of narrative interviews, “the different techniques of content analysis are 
inadequate for the analysis we want to accomplish regarding the meanings.” 
However, it is appropriate to combine qualitative analysis and hermeneutic analysis 
in  fruitful conjunction, even when an equilibrium would be unstable, ready to break 
at one end.  Maintaining educational research as a scientific enterprise implies not 
giving up some paradigmatic forms. 

Then, in narrative research one must practice a kind of binocular vision, a “double 
description”. On the one hand, there is needed a portrait of the informant’s inner 
reality; on the other, this must be inscribed in an external context that provides 
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meaning and sense for the reality experienced by the informant. The reported 
experiences of discourse must be situated within a set of regularities and patterns 
explainable socio-historically, thinking that the story of life corresponds to a 
socially-constructed reality. However, one cannot disparage the fact that it is 
completely unique and singular. 

The issue is, as Eisner (1997) has expressed, on the one hand, that it should be 
taken as research, and on the other, whether research must be assimilated into the 
established scientific modes.  We can sign in, as we do, on the first part without 
being fully in accord with the second.  In the situation today, we can maintain that a 
good (realistic) novel can contribute a level of knowledge of a reality that 
quantitative research could already claim. But as educational research, it must 
have with it a format of narrative argument, and must restwith some degree of 
systematizationon data. The form of presentation does not determine the 
research, but the way in which it is argued and justified.  There would be countless 
examples (from the Platonic Dialogues) to show that the degree of human 
understanding of phenomena does not belong exclusively to a formalized 
representation. 

With the specifications given above, we advocate that these stories should be 
relevant to the purposes of research and subject to certain accepted paradigmatic 
modes of analyzing information. A “radical textualism,” excluding all types of 
paradigmatic analysis, presents a break with the academic modes of research.  At 
this juncture, for now, a framework of intelligibility of the stories must combine 
those elements just as they were said in the emic description, while not 
relinquishing the production of  interpretive descriptions that would go beyond the 
horizons of the interpreted.  As Geertz has written (1994, p. 22), what it is about, is 
“reorganizing the categories in such a way that they can be disseminated beyond 
the contexts in which they were born and originally acquired sense, for the purpose 
of finding affinities and reporting differences.”  

VII. The Narrative report 

In producing a biographical-narrative report we found ourselves caught between 
not wanting to violate or expropriate the voices of the subjects investigated, 
imposing categorical analyses distant from the subjects’ words; and submitting 
them to formal tenets that would induce us to explain why they say what they say. 
The process of a narrative analysis, then, is to synthesize an aggregate of data into 
a coherent whole, in place of separating them into categories.  The result of this 
integration an understanding of the past events in retrospect, according to an 
unbroken temporal sequence, to reach a certain end.  Here the recursive process 
moves from the data to the emergence of a specific plot. This plot determines 
which data should be included, in what order, and with what purpose. 

The report is a story that the researcher/writer first tells himself, other significant 
persons, and, above all, the reading public. Narrative research is a process, 
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complex and reflective of the mutation of the field texts into texts for the reader. 
The researcher recreates the texts so that the reader can “experience” the lives 
and events narrated.  The speeches collected in the field are then transformed into 
public documents, according to the changing guidelines ordinarily reigning in the 
scientific community in question. 

The result is not, then, a cold and neutral, objective report, in which the voices (of 
the protagonists, researcher and researched) are silenced, nor is it a mere 
transcription of data; it consists in having given meaning to the data and having 
represented the meaning in the context where it occurred, in a task closest to a 
good news story or a historical novel.  At the end of the day, as some might 
adduce, this form of analysis means neither arbitrariness nor mere literature. In 
literary analyses themselves, we can distinguish good and bad analyses. What it 
does mean is to bring them closer to the strictly qualitative, as for the rest Geertz 
(1989, p.19) has said about anthropology: “It is evident that, things being what they 
are, anthropology is closer to  the ‘literary’ discourses than to the ‘scientific’.  

The researcher becomes the one who  constructs and tells the history (researcher-
storyteller) by means of a story, which often lets the voice be heard.  But to the 
extent that the story wants to be realistic, the researcher should include evidence 
and arguments that support the plausibility of the narrative offered.  Although there 
may be several arrangements of the data, the best report is that which achieves a 
greater authenticity and consistency. The classic examples can be certain of 
Freud’s analyses of case studies, studies of the symbolic interactionists of the 
Chicago School, the reports of anthropologists on other peoples, and so on. 

A good narrative research is not just one that collects well the different voices in 
the field, or interprets them, but also is that which gives rise to good narrative 
history, that is, at bottom, the research report.  From this perspective, what is 
called “explanation” in conventional research would be nothing but the best way to 
organize a story to make it understandable and convincing.  The unique biography 
must be written within a framework of general structure; the narrative of action, in a 
genealogy of context that explains it. As Geertz (1994, p. 89) has said of 
ethnography, it must achieve “a continuous dialectical balance between the most 
local of local detail, and the most overall of the overall structure in such a way that 
we can formulate a simultaneous concept...situate both parties in a context where 
they explain each other mutually.”  

The narrative report of an investigation should be, itself, narrative.  As noted by 
Zeller (1998, p. 296), “paradoxically, although many researchers in the humanities 
have rejected a positivist concept of objectivity in the methodology of  investigation, 
they have not rejected its influence on the style of writing”, very conventionally 
glued to the established modes. For that, he proposed that in the form of 
presentation, much could be learned from the new ethnography, from the new 
journalism, and from the creative tales of fiction and nonfiction (e.g., novels of 
social realism). Thus, the narrative strategies employed by the most innovative 
journalists can serve as a model for the drafting of case reports. 
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The grave problem of the exclusive defense of a narrative analysis, is that in 
wanting to grant epistemological status to the personal narrative, we can lose 
some minimal criteria, shared by the community of social scientists, on what should 
be taken as knowledge.  In a beautiful analogy, Kushner and Norris (1980) said 
that academia dedicates itself to caring for the gardens of the truth, pointing out the 
flowers that must grow.  Since the Discourse on the Method of Descartes, the two 
modes of analysis have been separated, giving scientific status only to the first.  It 
seems clear that, as McEwan says (1998, pp. 237-7), “the majority of academic 
writing can be considered as an effort to stifle the urge to tell a story; and at the 
same time, the guidelines of academic composition tend to promote non-narrative 
writings above direct stories... [according to] the scientific ideal of objectivity which 
identifies objectivity with the distance between the scientist and his object of study.” 

And so it is that, in this ending of modernity, the full assumption of the relevance of 
the teachers’ (auto) biographical stories in the habitual practices of research, 
implies reorienting these settled, conventional fieldwork practices, to admit 
turbulent waters that bring these modes into question.  This is our problem.  As we 
mentioned in the beginning, a few years ago Elliot Eisner (Eisner et al., 1996), in a 
presidential address given to the annual convention of the American Educational 
Research Association, discussed whether a doctoral thesis written in the form of a 
novel should be admitted as research. The question itself is already a sign that the 
established paradigm is beginning to flounder. Are we, then, in a “post-
paradigmatic” period? 

VIII. Are the two modes compatible in  educational research?  

Epistemologically, what in fact is being debated, is the question of two postures:  

1. Compatibility Thesis: Considers that both types of knowledge are legitimate 
and complementary, but irreductible, as Bruner argues (1988). 

In this first position, for example, Huberman (1998) maintains that, 
paradigmatically, we can, as he has done, apply methods of description and 
analysis by means of which our theories come to correspond more closely with 
archetypes or prototypes that underlie the richer narratives: “These are the  
elements that constitute great literature, foundational studies in social 
anthropology, and the best social theory we have,” he comments (p. 226).  To 
come to these theories to analyze and interpret narrative data has been the basis 
of the paradigmatic mode of scientific knowledge, which does not exclude the 
possibility of reformulating the theories when they do not fit with the data.  
However, sensitive to our current situation and as a sample (reluctant) of the 
theory of compatibility, he writes: “I maintain that we can feel these archetypes 
intuitively and that we can also demonstrate them systematically and even 
scientifically,” and even to qualify them as basically unscientific is a cultural bias of 
our rationalist civilization.  
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2. Thesis of incompatibility: Paradoxically it can be defended from one side (the 
scientific-paradigmatic) or from the other (the narrative).  Thus, from the former: 

a) Only conventional scientific research, practiced in the paradigmatic mode (either 
quantitative or qualitative), produces scientific knowledge, so that the “analysis of 
narratives” cannot be admitted into scientific knowledge, but can only be relegated 
to the realm of practical reasoning. 

This is the thesis defended by Fenstermacher (1994b), distinguishing two types of 
discourse, belonging to each class of research: 

1) Practical discourse: expresses the language of action and human activity, 
normally by means of intentions, desires, frustrations, aspirations, etc.  It refers 
to the context in which teachers work, and as such, is specific, situational and 
particular.  Expressed orally, more than by discursive reasoning. 

2) Research discourse: a technical discourse, abstract, relating to methods of 
research, in which are excluded, by principle, valorative considerations. 
Normally it is highly structured and is produced according to the scientific 
community’s tradition of research (whether quantitative or qualitative). 

Because there is no cognitive isomorphism between the two fields, we can only 
defend two sciences in the study of teaching, so that we can think in terms of two 
different discourses on educational research. Each discourse can potentially 
generate knowledge, but practical knowledge is justified in terms of “good 
reasons”, according to the patterns of the ethical and moral plane (Fenstermacher 
and Richardson, 1994), in this situation, supported by two sciences in the 
educational field: conventional science and narrative or interpretive science. 

As we protested elsewhere (Bolivar, 1995), this means, first, taking refuge in a 
traditional position in which, being obliged to accept the research and the 
knowledge produced from the interpretive angle, “good” science continues to be 
the conventional or paradigmatic. Second, it remains a positivist posture, since it 
silences the contemporary debate over “understanding versus explanation”, in 
which, with hermeneutics, the social sciences acquire the status of independence 
of their progressive positivist naturalization.  Forced to acknowledge the existence 
of practical research or narrative, it comes to warn: we must not be confused, true 
science is that which is conventionally established, there is another research 
(practice) that does not attain that status. 

Because of this, we believe that, more than moving educational theory from the 
field of theoretical reason to that of practical reason (Fenstermacher, 1994b), the 
question would be to delimit in what measure its specificity inevitably moves 
between the two.  It does not have to do with relegating the knowledge of teaching 
to an “autonomy of practice”, conceding to it its own epistemological status at the 
cost of stealing the common criteria of scientific rationality so as to situate it in the 
ethical-moral field. This operation would not take us very far from what we are 
attempting.  When you get right down to it, it is a strategy inherited from positivism. 
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Contrary to the former, thesis [b] maintains that: 

b) Scientific formalism or technical rationality is incapable of understanding the 
inner qualities that define teaching. Precisely the current interest in narrative 
comes to be the expression of a critical attitude [a], by leaving out the significant 
experiences of daily life (Van Manen, 1994). The form of narrative reasoning 
contrasts with logical reasoning, both in the premises and conclusions and in the 
very manner of expression. 

In a discussion of the theme with Van Manen, Fenstermacher (1994a), somewhat 
skeptically, says thataccording to the current state of the questionto decide 
between [a] or [b] is an expression of a preference (prejudice, interest or ideology). 
In a debatable manner he maintains that the narrative, in itself, lacks strong and 
vigorous tenets of reasoning and rationality (which are provided only by the 
paradigmatic tradition); and that limiting it to is own tenets impedes the ability to 
clarify when the account of an experience expresses a false perception or 
misinterpretation. 

Instead, we can sustain that narrative research allows one to represent a set of 
dimensions of experience that formal investigation leaves out, without being able to 
note relevant aspects (feelings, intentions, desires, etc.). Our current position is 
that this should not mean rejecting generally-recognized tenets of reasoning and 
justification. We must situate narrated experiences in discourse within a set of 
socio-historically explainable regularities and guidelines, thinking that the life story 
corresponds to a socially constructed reality. However, we must not fail to 
appreciate the fact that it is completely unique and extraordinary.  In short, we are 
facing the previously-mentioned dilemma of combining a point of view of the native 
(emic) and the researcher (etic).  In many cases, the roles of knower and known 
change, or, better, stop being differentiated, so as to come together, breaking with 
what has been an untouchable principle of cognitive objectivity.  As we have 
pointed out, today, at our postmodern juncture, the matter of writing the 
biographical-narrative research report is in play between not making the stories 
sacred, and not assimilating them into the traditional paradigmatic modes of 
knowing, where they would fit in vain. 

Putting oneself in place of the other and empathizing with her life and feelings can, 
in effect, increase understanding (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000); but at the same 
time, it impedes seeing the context in which it acquires a broader sense.  If in the 
postmodern era the personal is the political, according to our enlightened modern 
heritage, it is necessary to place them in a genealogy of context, as Goodson 
(1996) has claimed.  This would lead the teachers themselves to realize (and act 
in) these other dimensions that determine their work in the classroom, since, after 
all, they may not be the authors of their own song.  As noted by Dentin (1989, p. 
74): “at times a person acts as if he made his own history, when, in fact, he is 
forced to make the history he claims to have lived.”  The versions that teachers and 
professors construct of themselves in their narratives are social constructions, that 
should not be turned into just a thing. 
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Translator: Lessie Evona York Weatherman 

UABC Mexicali 

 
                                                
1  Earlier in the twentieth century, English, like Spanish, used the masculine possessive pronoun in 
generalized statements to indicate both genders of humankind.  Since the advent of the feminist    
movement, however, such usage in English has been considered sexist, is generally avoided, and 
has been replaced by expressions such as “his and her”, “s/he” etc. (Fennel, Francis, 2002). While 
these non-sexist devices can be comfortably employed now and then in a work, their constant and 
continual use becomes awkward.  In this work, in order to avoid the annoying repetition of such 
constructions, we shall at times use the feminine pronoun (she, her, etc.) and at times, the 
masculine   (he, him, his, etc.).  
  
2  Translator’s note:  Some texts quoted in this work were available to the original authors of this    
work only in their Spanish translations. Because the original texts were unavailable to the translator, 
we have been obliged to use the technique of back-translation, for which we most humbly 
apologize. 


