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This article reviews the nature of “phenomenographic” research and
its alleged conceptual underpinnings in the phenomenological tradi-
tion. In common with other attempts to apply philosophical phenom-
enology to the social sciences, it relies on participants’ discursive
accounts of their experiences and cannot validly postulate causal men-
tal entities such as conceptions of learning. The analytic procedures
of phenomenography are very similar to those of grounded theory,
and like the latter they fall foul of the “dilemma of qualitative method”
in failing 1o reconcile the search for authentic understanding with the
need for scientific rigor. It is argued that these conceptual and meth-
odological difficulties could be resolved by a constructionist revision
of phenomenographic research.

During the last 25 years research on student learning in higher education has
benefited immensely from a distinctive qualitative approach known as
“phenomenography.” This is associated with Ference Marton and his colleagues
at the University of Goéteborg in Sweden, although it has been taken up by
many other researchers in Australia, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom.
Marton (1986, 1988b) described phenomenography as an empirically based
approach that aims to identify the qualitatively different ways in which differ-
ent people experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various kinds of
phenomena. Within this framework, learning assumes a central importance, be-
cause it represents a qualitative change from one conception concerning some
particular aspect of reality to another (Marton, 1988a).

In this paper, I argue that a proper evaluation of the phenomenographic
approach has in the past been bedevilled by a lack of specificity and explicit-
ness concerning both the methods for the collection and analysis of data and
the conceptual underpinning of those methods (cf. Francis, 1993). My aim is to
provide such an evaluation by taking the publications of Marton himself as
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primary sources. These show that the rationale for phenomenographic research
was constructed post hoc from apparently cognate developments in the social
sciences. However, this raises fundamental issues regarding the conceptual, epis-
temological, and methodological basis of phenomenographic research. I shall
consider each of these areas in turn and conclude that these issues can only be
resolved by a radical revision and rereading of that research.

In the same period of 25 years, there has been a considerable increase in the
application of qualitative methods to research problems in education, psychol-
ogy, and the social sciences more generally (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994), and at
certain points in my account it will be useful to compare phenomenographic
research with other approaches. Qualitative research has still to achieve parity
with established, quantitative forms of inquiry in terms of prestige, access to
funding and publications, and integration into the curriculum, and this is par-
ticularly true in North America. This may be one reason why phenomenographic
research is less well-known there. Accordingly, I begin with an overview of the
key research findings, before turning to the conceptual, epistemological, and
methodological issues that they raise.

The Results of Phenomenographic Research

Levels of Outcome in Student Learning

The very earliest research to be described as “phenomenographic” was a
program of investigations carried out by Marton and his colleagues that was
concerned with qualitative differences between individual students in the out-
come and process of learning. The focus of this research was on *“nonverbatim”
learning: that is, students’ memory for the content of academic texts. Students
were instructed to read texts within rough time limits. Immediately afterwards,
they were required to explain to the experimenter what the text was about. They
then received a structured interview on the way in which they had approached
the task, and, finally, they were asked general questions about their approach to
academic studying.

The first study of this nature was reported by Marton (1975; Marton & Siljo,
1976a), who asked 30 first-year students of education or educational psychol-
ogy to read a newspaper article of about 1,400 words on curriculum reform in
Swedish universities. Marton and two independent judges found it fairly straight-
forward to classify the students’ attempts to recall the article into four categories
of learning outcome, reflecting qualitatively different ways of comprehending
the text. In addition, the entailment relations among these categories defined a
partial ordering, so that each category logically subsumed those categories be-
low it; in other words, these categories defined a hierarchy in terms of the depth
of the learning outcome. This general pattern was replicated in a number of
other studies (Fransson, 1977; Marton & Siljo, 1976a, 1976b; Marton &
Wenestam, 1978; Siljo, 1975; Svensson, 1976, 1977).

For any particular text, the logical relations amongst the different categories
of outcome were taken to define what Marton and Dahlgren (1976) described as
an “outcome space.” Particular outcomes could be regarded as being more ap-
propriate or desirable than others, insofar as they bore a closer relationship to
the author’s original conception (Marton, 1976). More generally, one could say
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that some ways of experiencing a phenomenon were better than others to the
extent that they were more “efficient” in terms of some given criterion: for
instance, it could be said to be more efficient in terms of using and developing
arithmetic skills to appreciate that numerical addition was a commutative rela-
tion, so that 2 + 7 = 7 + 2 (Marton, 1994). Other examples would be the con-
trasts between commonsense and scientific conceptions of specific phenomena
(Marton, 1978, 1981; Marton & Booth, 1997, chap. 4).

Levels of Processing in Student Learning

The broad aim of Marton’s (1975) investigation was not merely to describe
qualitative differences amongst individual students in terms of different levels
of learning outcome, but also to derive a commensurable description of the
levels of processing employed in student learning. Indeed, Marton and an inde-
pendent judge once again found it fairly straightforward to classify the 30 par-
ticipants in his investigation as having exhibited two different levels of pro-
cessing (although a third judge was needed to resolve 10 cases of disagree-
ment). The two levels of processing were differentiated by Marton and Silj6
(1976a) according to the aspects of the text on which the students’ attention
had apparently been focused:

In the case of surface-level processing the student directs his attention
towards learning the text itself (the sign), i.e., he has a “reproductive”
conception of learning which means that he is more or less forced to keep
to a rote-learning strategy. In the case of deep-level processing, on the
other hand, the student is directed towards the intentional content of the
learning material (what is signified), i.e., he is directed towards compre-
hending what the author wants to say about, for instance, a certain scien-
tific problem or principle. (pp. 7-8)

As expected, there was a clear correlation between students’ levels of pro-
cessing and the levels of outcome apparent in their recall of the text. All of
those who exhibited a deep level of processing achieved the two highest levels
of outcome, but most of those who exhibited a surface level of processing
achieved the two lowest levels of outcome. Moreover, as the quotation above
implies, the distinction between different levels of processing tended to be
correlated with different conceptions of the role of the learner and with different
conceptions of learning itself. Those students who adopted deep-level protess-
ing generally adopted an active role and saw learning as something they did,
whereas those who adopted surface-level processing generally adopted a pas-
sive role and saw learning as something that just happened to them (see also
Marton, 1976, 1979).

Marton had also asked his participants about their general academic studies.
On the basis of their responses, he concluded that approaches to studying in
higher education could be categorized in essentially the same terms, and this
was confirmed in subsequent work. In particular, students appeared to adopt a
“deep” approach insofar as they acknowledged the more abstract forms of learn-
ing demanded in higher education (Svensson, 1977) and were motivated by the
relevance of the syllabus to their own personal needs and interests (Fransson,
1977); but they tended to adopt a “surface” approach insofar as they encoun-
tered an overloaded curriculum and methods of assessment that emphasized the
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superficial properties of the material to be learned (Dahlgren & Marton, 1978).
The distinction between deep and surface approaches was subsequently repli-
cated by investigators in other countries (Hounsell, 1984; Laurillard, 1979,
1984; Morgan, Taylor, & Gibbs, 1982; Ramsden, 1984; van Rossum & Schenk,
1984; Watkins, 1983).

Conceptions of Learning

Conceptions of learning were studied directly by Siljo (1979a, 1979b), who
carried out interviews with 90 people between the ages of 15 and 73 years
recruited from a number of educational institutions. An initial analysis sug-
gested that for many respondents learning was taken for granted and was tanta-
mount to little more than rote memorization. However, for others and especially
for those who had experience of higher education, learning had become
“thematized”: in other words, “something which can be explicitly talked about
and discussed and can be the object of conscious planning and analysis” (Siiljo,
1979a, p. 446). These people had become “aware of the influence of the context
of learning on what you should learn and how you should set about it” (p. 448;
see also Siljo, 1982, chap. 6).

On the basis of a more thorough analysis of the respondents’ replies to the
specific question, “Well, what do you actually mean by learning?”, Saljé (1979b)
broadened this distinction into five qualitatively different conceptions of learning:

1. Learning as the increase of knowledge.

2. Learning as memorizing.

3. Learning as the acquisition of facts, procedures, etc., which can be

retained and/or utilized in practice.

4. Learning as the abstraction of meaning.

5. Learning as an interpretative process aimed at the understanding of

reality. (p. 19)

Although these conceptions of learning had been instantiated in different
informants, Siljo claimed that they represented a developmental hierarchy (see
also Marton & Siljo, 1984; Siljo, 1979a; 1982, chaps. 12-13). This was justi-
fied by reference to comments made by some participants about the process of
transition from school to university, and by reference to broad parallels between
this scheme and a model of intellectual development that had been described
by Perry (1970) based on a longitudinal study of students in the United States.

Other researchers confirmed that Siljé’s (1979b) scheme could be used to
classify the conceptions of learning exhibited by students in both the Nether-
lands and the United Kingdom (Gibbs, Morgan, & Taylor, 1984; Martin &
Ramsden, 1987; van Rossum, Deijkers, & Hamer, 1985; van Rossum & Schenk,
1984; Vermunt & van Rijswijk, 1988). Marton, Dall’ Alba, & Beaty (1993) de-
scribed changes in the conceptions of learning displayed by 29 students over
up to 6 years of studying by distance learning. Their accounts were broadly
akin to those described by Siljo, except that there was a further conception of
learning, which Marton et al. characterized as “changing as a person.” The latter
conception of learning was found only during the later years of study and only
in students who had previously displayed Siljo’s fifth conception of learning,
and it appears to reflect the kind of personal commitment that was implicated in
the later stages of Perry’s model of intellectual development.
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Summary

| One can summarize the key findings of phenomenological research as fol-
ows:

1. When different students engage with an academic text, their attempts
to recall the gist of the text define a hierarchy of different learning
outcomes.

2. Students exhibit qualitatively different approaches to studying that
depend upon their perceptions of the learning task and their concep-
tions of themselves as learners.

3. Different students exhibit a number of different conceptions of learn-
ing that appear to represent a developmental hierarchy partially medi-
ated by participation in higher education.

The Concepts of Phenomenographic Research

Marton (1986) frankly admitted that the methods in his original work were
“developed out of some common sense considerations about learning and teach-
ing” (p. 40) and lacked a clear conceptual basis. Marton (1979) had character-
ized his approach as an application of the introspective method, in which people
were asked to report their mental processes while carrying out an experimental
task. This had been popular in psychology around the turn of the century and,
according to Marton, had regained its position in educational and psychologi-
cal research during the 1960s and 1970s. Marton (1970) had earlier obtained
introspective reports in experimental research on human memory, although then
he had acknowledged that his participants might simply have drawn inferences
from their own behavior (p. 76).

In fact, contrary to Marton’s (1979) suggestion, a lively debate had taken
place during the 1970s on the whole question of the admissibility and the value
of introspective evidence within cognitive and social psychology (see, e.g.,
Evans, 1980; Nisbett & Wilson, 1977; Pylyshyn, 1973). It was therefore
unsurprising that the research by Marton and his colleagues was disparaged
from within the dominant paradigm of psychological research as being an es-
sentially descriptive enterprise (see Marton, 1986). Moreover, although his re-
search bore affinities to the other qualitative approaches to social-science re-
search that were being developed during the 1970s, it lacked the explicit epis-
temological foundation that these other approaches possessed. As Marton (1988b)
subsequently explained, this led him and his colleagues to search for arguments
for the legitimacy of their approach by examining the positions from which
these other approaches had developed.

Marton (1978) took the first steps in constructing a more convincing and
principled rationale for his approach. He suggested that conventional research
on student learning adopted a “first-order” or “from-the-outside” perspective
that sought to describe the learner and the learner’s world in broadly the same
terms. He characterized his own approach as adopting instead a “second-order”
or “from-the-inside” perspective that sought to describe the world as the learner
experienced it. He linked this idea to Kant’s distinction between a thing in itself
(or noumenon) and a thing as it appeared (or phenomenon): whereas traditional
research had adopted an observational or “noumenal” approach, he and his
colleagues had adopted an experiential or “phenomenal” approach (see also
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Marton & Svensson, 1979). Subsequently, Marton (1981) labelled this approach
“phenomenography.”

Phenomenography and Ethnography

“Ethnography” denotes the general study of cultures; more precisely, it refers
both to the method of fieldwork through participant observation and to the
written accounts of those cultures produced by anthropologists (Van Maanen,
1996). Classic examples concerning higher education were the studies by Becker,
Geer, Hughes, and Strauss (1961) and Becker, Geer, and Hughes (1968). The
superficial verbal similarity between “phenomenography” and ‘“‘ethnography”
may have led some writers to infer that phenomenography was just a loose form
of anthropology (for instance, Marland, 1989; Siljo, 1987, 1988). This may, in
turn, have led other researchers to include as legitimate forms of data collection
“chats at the foot of the stairs” with students as well as informal discussions
“over a beer” with their teachers (Eizenberg, 1986, p. 21). Francis (1993) com-
mented that there was a real danger that “phenomenography” would be abused
by its use to describe work based on very naive interviewing. Marton (1988b)
agreed that there were a number of basic assumptions that phenomenography
shared with ethnography. However, he emphasized that there were important
differences between these two approaches in their foci of interest and their
theories of description and has never himself tried to assimilate
phenomenography to ethnography.

In fact, genuine phenomenographic investigations of student learning would
not count as forms of ethnographic research for a number of reasons. First,
ethnography implies the analysis of social processes by involvement in day-to-
day experience (e.g., Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; Toren, 1996).
Phenomenographic researchers may often be members of academic staff at the
same educational institutions as their participants, but this is generally quite
fortuitous and just reflects the tendency of educational researchers to recruit
samples of participants that happen to be the most convenient rather than any
genuine commitment to experience the same educational processes. There is, in
principle, no reason why phenomenographic research should not involve par-
ticipant observation, and indeed Marton (1988b) referred to a study of just this
sort. However, the vast majority of phenomenographic researchers have not
participated in the particular educational processes that constitute the focus of
their inquiries. In this respect, they are more like 19th-Century anthropologists,
who typically relied upon the secondhand accounts of distant correspondents
(Stocking, 1987).

Traditionally, ethnographers have aimed to provide a descriptive or realistic
account of the cultures that they have studied (sec Van Maanen, 1988, chap. 3).
More recently, however, anthropologists have emphasized the importance of
locating those cultures within a broader context and of adopting a distanced
and even questioning attitude towards the results of their fieldwork (e.g., Marcus
& Fischer, 1986); as Toren (1996) expressed this point, ethnography aims to
render strange what is taken to be perfectly ordinary. For instance, in their
research on medical education, Becker et al. (1961) found that their own stu-
dents’ accounts were not useful “because there was a marked difference between
what we observed students doing while they were in school and the way they
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talked about school in retrospect” (p. 445).

Phenomenographic researchers are different from contemporary ethnographers
in this regard, too, because they do not adopt a sceptical attitude towards the
statements that are made by their interviewees. On the contrary, the accounts
produced by students concerning their experiences of learning in higher educa-
tion are usually accepted at face value (see Bligh, 1993). In fact, Fleming (1986)
criticized phenomenographic investigations because they reduced students’ ac-
counts of their own approaches to learning to the level of the stories that were
told to tourists by their couriers. Giddens (1979, pp. 5, 24-25, 57-58, 73; 1984;
pp. xxii-xxx, 288-291) argued that much of the knowledge that people use to
regulate and make sense of social actions remains at the level of “practical
consciousness,” in that it is tacit or implicit knowledge that cannot be readily
articulated in discourse; it follows that understanding social phenomena does
not simply amount to being able to provide coherent discursive accounts.

Phenomenography and Phenomenology

It is clear that Marton (1981) was instead seeking to exploit the association
between phenomenography and the long-established tradition of phenomenol-
ogy. As a philosophical movement based upon particular analytic methods,
phenomenology was founded by a number of German philosophers led by Husserl
(1913/1931). For Husserl, phenomenological reduction consisted in suspending
one’s beliefs concerning the existence of perceptual objects in order to focus on
their intrinsic properties or essences. He described this process as “abstention”
(epoché) or “bracketing” (Einklammerung), analogous with the use of brackets
in algebraic formulas (pp. 108-109, 155). Nevertheless, Husserl argued that re-
flection on the ideas of consciousness and of intentional action demonstrated
that there must exist a transcendental self in which perceptual experience in-
hered (pp. 150-154).

Several commentators implied that phenomenography was essentially the
same as phenomenology (for example, Gibbs, Morgan, & Taylor, 1982;
McKeachie, 1984; Morgan, 1984; Prosser, 1993; Taylor, 1983). Marton (1981)
agreed that there were similarities between the two approaches, and he later
spelled this out by saying that both phenomenographic and phenomenological
research were relational, experiential, content-oriented, and qualitative (see
Marton, 1986, 1988b). However, Marton (1981) also identified several impor-
tant differences between the two approaches; these too were discussed in more
detail in his later publications (see also Marton, 1994; Marton & Booth, 1997,
chap. 6). It will help to clarify what Marton meant by “phenomenography” if
one considers exactly why he thought it was different from phenomenology and
why he thought that the former should be preferred to the latter.

In passing, however, it needs to be emphasized that many fundamental as-
pects of Husser!’s philosophy were rejected by later writers such as Heidegger,
Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre, each of whom used the expression “phenomenol-
ogy” to refer to a particular approach to philosophical issues. Marton referred
solely to Husserl and not to these latter writers in trying to characterize the main
differences between phenomenology and phenomenography. His account is se-
riously inaccurate if the term “phenomenology” is taken to subsume these later
philosophical accounts, and the same will therefore be true of my own account
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insofar as it describes phenomenology solely from the perspective of
phenomenographic research. It has, however, been argued that Heidegger,
Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre differed so much from Husserl in terms of their basic
aims and methods, that they should not even be regarded as belonging to the
same school of philosophy (Schmitt, 1967b).

According to Marton (1981), phenomenology was a philosophical method
that was “directed towards the prereflective level of consciousness”: In other
words, its aim “is to describe either what the world would look like without
having learned to see it or how the taken-for-granted world of our everyday
existence is ‘lived’” (p. 181; see also Marton & Booth, 1997, pp. 116-117).
Elsewhere, he commented that phenomenological investigation was concerned
with “immediate experience,” rather than with conceptual thought (Marton,
1986, 1988a, 1988b). Marton (1981) emphasized that, in contrast,
phenomenographers dealt with “both the conceptual and the experiential, as
well with what is thought of as that which is lived” (p. 181). Or, as he later
expressed this point (Marton, 1986; see also Marton, 1988b):

Phenomenographers do not make use of this distinction, at least not as a
starting point in research. We try instead to describe relations between the
individual and various aspects of the world around them, regardless of
whether those relationships are manifested in the forms of immediate
experience, conceptual thought, or physical behavior. (pp. 41-42)

A pragmatic reason for this, according to Marton (1988b), was that people
who take part in interview-based research “will hardly be very anxious to main-
tain the distinction when they are telling us about their experiences” (p. 194). A
more fundamental point made by Marton (1988a) was that both experience and
conceptualization were of an intentional nature, and hence they should be ac-
commodated within the same categories of description.

Prosser (1993) endeavored to illustrate this point using the example of the
Necker cube (see Figure 1). This figure is readily seen as a three-dimensional
object, but it can be seen in one of two qualitatively different views, depending
upon which of the two inner vertices is seen as being apparently nearer to the
observer. According to Prosser, phenomenographic researchers would be inter-
ested in the different interpretations that people impose on the figure by iden-
tifying particular figure-ground relationships (cf. Marton & Booth, 1997, pp.
78-80, 100). The example is in fact more pertinent than Prosser himself realized.
What he did not point out is that most people experience a spontaneous reversal
of perspective between the two views if they fixate the figure over a period of
time. This is interesting, because it shows the operation of pre-attentive inter-
pretative processes in perception. These processes can be influenced by train-
ing, instructions, or prompting, but they are not available to introspection and
cannot be suppressed by conscious strategies (Rock, 1975, pp. 263-270, 286-
289), of which phenomenological reduction would presumably be an example.
More fundamentally, the Necker cube demonstrates the essentially interpreted
or intentional nature of perception.

However, the latter point has always been appreciated by phenomenologists.
As Schmitt (1967b) noted, they did not assume that they somehow had access to
“raw” or uninterpreted sensory data, merely that it was possible to suspend their
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FIGURE 1. The Necker cube

own conceptions concerning the existence of phenomena as veridical objects.
Husserl (1913/1931) characterized this state as one of adopting a reflective or
“phenomenological” attitude in the place of an unreflective or “natural” atti-
tude based on everyday beliefs (pp. 154-155). This would involve identifying
the intentional experience and the intentional object of that experience (which
Husserl referred to as the noesis and the noema, respectively: pp. 257-260). The
latter was not simply a bundle of sensory data, but a coherent percept; for
example, in observing a blossoming apple tree, “even the phenomenologically
reduced perceptual experience is a perception of ‘this apple-tree in bloom, in
this garden, and so forth’” (p. 260). Elsewhere, Husserl (1921/1970, pp. 680-
685, 712-714, 761-764) discussed the interpreted, intentional nature of percep-
tion at some length.

Indeed, Prosser (1993) had taken his account from a monograph by Ihde
(1977) entitled “Experimental Phenomenology,” although interestingly Prosser
misdescribed the volume’s title as Experimental Phenomenography (p. 22),
whereas Marton (1988a) had correctly cited this monograph as an example of
phenomenological research. As an exercise in experimental phenomenology,
Ihde noted that the Necker cube could be seen as any one of an indefinite series
of noemata, including a six-legged insect in a hexagonal opening or a plane
hexagonal figure, but that many of these relied on additional cues or on particu-
lar perspectives of the Necker cube (pp. 91-108). He claimed that people gener-
ally saw the Necker cube as a cube because of their prior sensory experience of
the world (see also Ihde, 1986, pp. 71-73). These interpretations constituted the
subject matter of phenomenology, according to Ihde (p. 92). In terms of their
subject matter, therefore, there is in fact no clear distinction between phenom-
enology and phenomenography.

Another point is that phenomenology was supposed to be a descriptive but
nonempirical science that aimed to explicate the general, necessary, and invari-
ant features of objects—their “‘essences™ (see Schmitt, 1967b). Against this idea,
Marton (1978) insisted that there were no such things as “essences.” Rather, the
results obtained by Marton and his colleagues were taken to mean that concep-
tions of particular phenomena or principles depended on the observer’s perspec-
tive. Indeed, he initially argued that there was “an infinite set of possible per-
spectives” (p. 12). However, Marton later retracted this in favor of the position
that phenomena were usually experienced or conceptualized in a finite and
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relatively limited number of qualitatively different ways, and the goal of
phenomenography was to characterize variations in experience and the archi-
tecture of this variation (Marton, 1981, 1986, 1988b, 1994; Marton & Booth,
1997, p. 117). Of course, for Thde (1977), the idea that objects such as the
Necker cube might have different interpretations posed no problem for phenom-
enology.

Phenomenology and the Social Sciences

Nevertheless, there is a much more fundamental issue. Marton (1978, 1981)
argued that phenomenologists could not accommodate his distinction between
a “first-order” perspective that sought to describe the world and a “second-
order” perspective that sought to describe people’s experience of the world,
because they could envisage access to the world only through personal experi-
ence. Elsewhere, Marton (1986, 1988b, 1994) expressed this point by arguing
that phenomenology was an enterprise in the first person singular. Indeed, Husserl
(1913/1931) had only even been able to refer to the first person singular by
means of a Kantian argument for the existence of a transcendental self. Later,
however, Husserl realized that, on this. account, phenomenology seemed to en-
tail solipsism (in other words, the idea that the world and other people exist
only as objects of one’s own consciousness).

Husserl (1931/1960, pp. 89-151) attempted to block this objection to phe-
nomenology by positing an “intersubjective community” of transcendental
selves, but his arguments were not convincing: As Pivcevic (1970, p. 82)
noted, Husserl’s transcendental epoché cut the self off from the reality of other
people (see also Spiegelberg, 1969, pp. 157-159). Nevertheless, Husserl’s later
proposals had the effect of changing phenomenology into a different kind of
enterprise that involved the reflective description and analysis of the condi-
tions for communal experience. Elsewhere, Husserl argued that phenomenol-
ogy should “bracket” the ideas and assumptions of modern science and con-
cern itself instead with the mundane world of lived experience (see Schmitt,
1967a; Spiegelberg, 1969, pp. 159-162). Proposals such as these made phe-
nomenology attractive to the rapidly developing disciplines of the social sci-
ences.

The most important figure in this context is Schutz (1932/1967), who is
widely credited with applying philosophical phenomenology to the study of
human society. Just as, for Husserl, the objects of experience were constituted in
human consciousness, so, for Schutz, the mundane world of lived experience
was constituted in the activities of social communities. Nevertheless, Schutz
explicitly stated that in studying the social world it was necessary to *“abandon
the strictly phenomenological method” since the latter would lead to the prob-
lem of transcendental solipsism (p. 97). Instead, he simply accepted
intersubjectivity and the social world as “the fundamental ontological category
of human existence in the world,” and he claimed that all other categories of
existence were “founded on the primal experience of the we-relationship” (Schutz,
1957/1966, p. 82). He went on to construct his own account of intersubjective
understanding based upon the detached observation of social events (see Schutz,
1932/1967, p. 97; 1970, pp. 275-277; Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, p. 5; Wagner,
1983, pp. 31, 60).
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This notion of social research as an interpretative enterprise that focused
upon the meanings of everyday interactions was taken up by several other
researchers, including Berger and Luckmann (1966), Denzin (1989); and
Garfinkel (1967). In these and other accounts, “bracketing” referred to the sus-
pension of the researcher’s cultural values and expectations rather than to the
suspension of any existential presuppositions on the part of the participants (see
also Berger & Keller, 1981, p. 52). Indeed, Bourdieu (1992) maintained that
researchers should seek an “epistemological rupture” both with the assumptions
of common sense and with established theoretical positions. Nevertheless, Denzin
(1989) emphasized the positive aspect of bracketing as that of holding the
social process of interest up for serious examination and confronting it on its
own terms to isolate its key, essential features (pp. 31, 48, 55-56, 140). As
Taylor (1983, pp. 84-90) pointed out, this approach to social-science research
clearly falls within Marton’s (1978) “second-order” perspective.

Marton (1978, 1981) was familiar with this approach through the book by
Schutz and Luckmann (1973), but the phenomenological researchers whose
studies he acknowledged as the direct precursors to phenomenography were
Giorgi and his student Colaizzi (see also Alexandersson, 1981; Marton, 1986,
1988b). Giorgi (1965, 1966, 1970) had produced a manifesto for a phenomeno-
logical psychology that he hoped would make up for inadequacies in the domi-
nant paradigm within experimental psychology. He explained that this approach
would involve the researcher serving as a participant observer to obtain verbal
accounts that revealed the meaning of the relevant phenomena from the partici-
pants’ point of view. In Giorgi’s (1967) early research, these accounts were
obtained by debriefing participants following conventional laboratory-based
experiments. However, later investigations incorporated semi-structured inter-
views concerning everyday experience, including the everyday experience of
learning (Giorgi, 1975a, 1995).

Colaizzi (1973) himself specifically set out to study learning from a phenom-
enological point of view. He asked his participants to perform ten learning
activities: Seven of these involved standard laboratory tasks, but the other three
were examples of everyday learning, including studying an academic text in
order to be able to give a coherent and intelligible synopsis of its contents, For
each of these tasks, the participants were instructed to produce accounts of their
experiences of learning by filling out a standard questionnaire that contained
both closed and open-ended questions. As Colaizzi commented (pp. 29-30),
these accounts were descriptive and empirical rather than reflective in nature,
and they stood in need of interpretation by the researcher.

Entwistle (1984) claimed that phenomenographic approaches to research were
“rooted in phenomenology” (p. 13),.but this was clearly incorrect. Rather, phe-
nomenology appeared to offer a philosophical rationale for the program of re-
search that Marton and his colleagues had been carrying out on student learn-
ing, but at the cost of ontological essentialism and epistemological solipsism.
To provide a grounding for empirical research in other people’s experience
rather than one’s own, Marton realized that it was necessary to “transcend the
original form of phenomenology” (Marton, 1986, p. 41). Those authors who had
endeavoured to apply philosophical phenomenology to social-science research
appeared to have achieved this and avoided the trap of solipsism. Although
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some of these authors retained a commitment to essentialism and sought to
describe social events in terms of “their essential, recurring features” (Denzin,
1989, p. 128), Giorgi (1975a) had used a phenomenological approach to charac-
terize individual traits in the form of* learning styles. Consequently, this ap-
proach appeared to offer the means to turn the first-person enterprise of phenom-
enology into a third-person enterprise in which researchers could investigate
the experiences of their participants.

The Epistemology of Phenomenographic Research

It is pertinent, however, to enquire into the epistemological basis of this
approach to social-science research. Schutz (1932/1967) had inferred that an
understanding of the social meaning of particular situations could only be ob-
tained by analysis of the participants’ own discursive accounts; he expressed
this point by stating that “all knowledge of the subjective experiences of others
must be obtained signitively” (p. 217; see also Schutz & Luckmann, 1973, pp.
247-251, 281-286). Similarly, Giorgi (1966, 1975a, 1975b) had argued that
only careful, unprejudiced descriptions in the form of interview transcripts (or
“protocols”) would provide access to the meanings of experiences and social
situations for the participants.

Marton’s initial definition of “phenomenography” was “research which aims
at description, analysis, and understanding of experiences; that is, research which
is directed towards experiential description” (see Marton, 1978, p. 6; 1981, p.
180). This definition is essentially ambiguous. On the one hand, it is clear that
phenomenography is concerned with people’s experiences and with their con-
ceptions of the world, and that the main aim of phenomenography is to charac-
terize variations in people’s experiences. The fundamental results of a
phenomenographic investigation are a set of “second-order” categories of de-
scription by means of which the researcher attempts to describe how the rel-
evant phenomenon is experienced (Marton, 1986, 1988b; Marton & Booth,
1997, pp. 121-122).

On the other hand, it is equally clear that the raw data for such an enterprise
take the form of people’s descriptions or accounts of their own experience. As
Marton (1986) stated: “Phenomenographers categorize their subjects’ descrip-
tions” (p. 33). More recently, Marton and Booth (1997) stated that
phenomenographic researchers described the relevant phenomenon “from the
reports or inferences of their subjects” (p. 125). Typically, these reports are
obtained in semi-structured, individual, oral interviews using open-ended ques-
tions (Marton, 1986, 1994). Marton (1986) recognized that there were other
sources of information by means of which researchers could understand how
people conceived of different aspects of their world, and he recently listed these
alternative sources as “group interviews, observations, drawings, written re-
sponses, and historical documents” (Marton, 1994, p. 4427; see also Marton &
Booth, 1997, p. 132). However, these-are simply different forms of discourse
that have the same evidential status as oral accounts.

Realism and Constructivism

Now, accounts of this nature are open to two kinds of interpretation. The
natural interpretation is that they provide a veridical description of some objec-
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tive reality. This might be called a “realist” interpretation. When the accounts
in question provide explanations of behavior couched in terms of mental pro-
cesses or mental entities, this kind of interpretation has been called “cognitivism”
(Edwards & Potter, 1992). Trying to explain individual differences in student
behavior by reference to differences in students’ conceptions of the phenom-
enon in question is a specific example. Indeed, it is quite clear that, for Marton,
phenomenography is a realist enterprise in this sense: He has consistently main-
tained that the aim of the phenomenographer is to discover and classify people’s
conceptions of reality in just the same way that a botanist might discover and
classify new species of plants on some remote island (Marton, 1986, 1988b,
1994).

Although it is possible to argue that conceptions of learning or of other
phenomena are somehow imposed upon the learner through the academic con-
text and the curriculum, nowadays most cognitive theorists assume that concep-
tions are constructed by learners precisely in order to make sense of the context
and the curriculum, and this kind of theoretical position is known as
“constructivism.” Marton and Booth (1997, pp. 6-12) identified two different
variants of constructivism. In one, which they called “individual constructivism,”
knowledge is constructed through the individual learner’s interaction with the
physical environment. Marton and Booth claimed that this was exemplified in
the work of Piaget, but such an ascription is highly questionable (see Lourengo
& Machado, 1996). In the second variant, which they called “social
constructivism,” knowledge is constructed through a social process involving
collaboration and negotiation among groups of learners; Marton and Booth
claimed that this was exemplified in the work on “situated cognition” by Lave
and Rogoff.

In his early writings concerning approaches to learning in higher education,
Marton (1976) appeared to suggest that these were cultural phenomena that
were socially constructed (cf. Dahlgren, 1984; Siljo, 1984, 1987, 1988, 1994).
Elsewhere, Marton (1978, 1981) also acknowledged a broad affinity between
his investigations and “constructivist” approaches in educational research; he
cited a literature review by Magoon (1977) that characterized these approaches
as accounts in which cognitive activities reflected the deployment of culturally
mediated, personally meaningful knowledge. The literature on situated cogni-
tion should, in principle, be of considerable interest to phenomenographic re-
searchers, since it suggests that thinking (both in everyday life and in educa-
tional situations) is influenced by the immediate situations and cultural con-
texts in which it occurs (e.g., Lave, 1988; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Light &
Butterworth, 1993; Resnick, Levine, & Teasley, 1991; Rogoff, 1990; Rogoff &
Lave, 1984; Suchman, 1987). Indeed, some writers have criticized
phenomenography specifically for its neglect of social, cultural, and contextual
factors (Saljo, 1994; Uljens, 1993).

Nevertheless, Marton and Booth (1997, pp. 6-12) explicitly rejected both
individual constructivism and social constructivism. Instead, they put forward
the position that conceptions of reality were aspects of an individual’s aware-
ness that existed in some latent form that could be brought to a “reflected” or
“thematized” state through the researcher’s interventions during the course of
an interview (pp. 130-131). This, too, is a straightforwardly realist interpretation
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of interviewees’ accounts, according to which “conceptions of reality” are ob-
jective entities that play a causal role in determining people’s actions and be-
havior and that therefore explain individual differences in behavior. In fact,
Marton and Booth went so far as to say that “in phenomenography individuals
are seen as the bearers of different ways of experiencing a phenomenon” (p.
114).

However, this leads to a metaphysical issue that is diametrically the opposite
of that raised by phenomenology (cf. Wittgenstein, 1968, p. 282). Just as
phenomenologists have no basis for characterizing other people’s experiences
of the world because they themselves only have access to their own experi-
ences, phenomenographers have no basis for characterizing other people’s con-
ceptions of the world (at least, as causal determinants of how they go about
learning) because they themselves only have access to other people’s verbal
accounts. Indeed, even Schutz (1957/1966, p. 71) argued that observations of
outward behavior were insufficient to ascribe mental events to other people.
This has been put forward as an issue in social studies of science, where several
writers have objected to the received view of the scientist as a “cognizing
agent” (see Woolgar, 1996). It has also been raised as a general problem in
theories of cognitive psychology by Edwards and Potter (1992).

Possibly in order to rebut this kind of criticism, Marton and Booth (1996)
put forward an account of personal experience that was different from what they
characterized as the “commonsense view”: in other words, the view that per-
sonal experiences are experiences of objects and events that have an objective
and independent existence. Building upon Marton’s (1988a) earlier account of
conceptions as both intentional and relational, they proposed a “nondualist
ontology,” according to which “there is only one world, a real existing world
that is experienced and understood in different ways by human beings; it is
both objective and subjective at the same time. An experience is now a relation-
ship between object and subject that encompasses them both” (p. 537). On this
account, an object or event is not identical with the way in which it is experi-
enced; rather, “we hold that the object has to be seen as the complex of all the
different ways it might be experienced” (p. 538, italics in original; see also
Ekeblad & Bond, 1994; Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 113).

However, to constitute a genuinely “nondualist” ontology, an account of
this nature has to assume that objects and events exist only insofar as they are
experienced; otherwise, there are still two kinds of entities in the world, those
objects and events that are currently being experienced (by somebody) and
those that might potentially be experienced but are not currently being experi-
enced. This raises the issue that confronted the philosopher Berkeley (1734),
that of explaining the persistence through time of physical objects, independent
of whether or not they were being experienced by anyone. Berkeley himself
tried to resolve this issue by positing the existence of an omniscient God, whose
main function was to perceive objects that were not currently being perceived
by a human being. Although Marton and Booth (1997) acknowledged that
natural objects could not be said to depend upon human beings for their physi-
cal existence, they could only comment that “we cannot describe a world that is
independent of our descriptions or of us as describers” (p. 113).

Moreover, it is not clear on this account how it could be possible for two
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different people to share the same conception of some aspect of reality, since
they would presumably stand in different relations to the relevant object or
event. In focusing upon interindividual differences in conceptions,
phenomenography appears unable to handle interindividual identity. In any
case, this account does not resolve the epistemological problem of how it is
possible to know about other people’s conceptions of the world merely on the
basis of their own verbal accounts, because phenomenography takes for granted
(indeed, insists upon) the commonsense dualist epistemology that marks a dis-
tinction between our “first-order” experience of objects and events and our
“second-order” knowledge of other people’s experience of those objects and
events: We learn about physical objects by observing them, but we learn about
other people’s experience of those objects by asking them. In other words, even
if Marton and Booth (1997) were ‘successful in their aim of “transcending”
dualism in the realm of ontology (p. 12), it would resurface in the realm of
epistemology.

Marton and Booth (1997) were adamant that they rejected “cognitivism” or
the view that individual differences in learning should be explained in terms of
hypothetical mental structures or representations (pp. 8-13, 163, 178-179). Nev-
ertheless, they argued that individuals should be construed as bearers of differ-
ent ways of experiencing a phenomenon, as represented in their different inten-
tional relations with the world (pp. 113-114), In this regard, they retained the
cognitivist notion that differences between individuals in their conceptions of
learning were the upshot of cognitive processes. As Woolgar (1996) pointed
out, this is to buy into a central precept of the “natives” before even setting foot
in the field (see also Fleming, 1995). Similar arguments were used by behavior-
ist philosophers and psychologists to reject the use of mental explanations of
people’s behavior and to replace them by supposedly more objective theories,
but this denies the validity of verbal accounts even as discursive practices.

Realism and Constructionism

There is in fact an alternative way of interpreting the accounts provided by
participants in research interviews, which is to regard them as examples of
people’s discursive practices, without making any assumptions as to their evi-
dential status. It is this kind of approach that is adopted in discourse analysis
(Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Indeed, it is possible to go further and argue that the
entities that figure in such accounts are merely artifacts that are constituted in
social interactions and have no independent existence; this position is known
as “(social) constructionism” (Gergen, 1994; Potter, 1996). Bourdieu (1992)
argued in a similar vein that “all data are constructions” (p. 226) and that social
research always involved the construction of the objects under investigation.
More specifically, following Edwards and Potter (1992, p. 100), one can argue
that it is much more appropriate to try to understand mentalistic notions such as
“conceptions of learning” in terms of the part that they play within social in-
teractions, including the interactions that take place in the particular context of
the research interview.

In the case of research on student learning, Siljo (1988) stressed the need for
phenomenographic researchers to accept that the categories of description that
they put forward were their own constructions, and that other researchers might
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in principle arrive at different categorizations on the basis of precisely the same
evidence. It follows that they cannot be taken to refer to an objective reality
that would somehow be accessible through unbiased observation, but must be
regarded instead simply as forms of speech that happen to figure in people’s
interpretative practices. In short, the dependence of phenomenography upon
discursive accounts demands a constructionist interpretation of “‘conceptions of
learning.” Indeed, the activities of phenomenographers themselves should not
be exempted from phenomenographic analysis. Rather, as Silj6 expressed this
point, the possibility of interpreting reality differently also applies to the activ-
ity of describing conceptions of reality (see also Séljo, 1994, 1997). In other
words, the constructed nature of phenomenographic explanations is revealed by
the reflexive nature of phenomenography itself (cf. Steier, 1991).

This position had, in fact, been anticipated much earlier by Schutz (1954)
himself, who had commented: “The constructs of the social sciences are, so to
speak, constructs of the second degree, namely, constructs of the constructs
made by the actors on the social scene™ (p. 267). Bourdieu (1987/1990, pp. 125-
126), too, acknowledged the second-order nature of theoretical constructs in the
social sciences. Only by recognizing the constructed nature of social phenom-
ena, he argued, could one achieve a genuine epistemological rupture with the
assumptions of common sense (Bourdieu, 1992). He, however, took a more
radical reflexive turn and put forward a “structural constructivism” that related
social theories to the position and disposition of the theorists as cultural pro-
ducers in society (see also Wacquant, 1992). It would indeed be interesting to
see a phenomenographic analysis of academic researchers of the kind that
Bourdieu (1984/1988) developed in his book, Homo Academicus.

The Methods of Phenomenographic Research

Marton and Booth (1997, chap. 6) argued that phenomenography was not a
research method in itself, but an approach to research that had a strong educa-
tional interest. However, they were quite specific and even prescriptive about
the methods of data collection and data analysis that would be characteristic of
phenomenographic research (pp. 129-135). Indeed, Marton (1986, 1988b, 1994;
Entwistle & Marton, 1994; Marton & Siiljo, 1984) had spelled out in some
detail the analytic procedures that he. and his colleagues had originally em-
ployed (see also Entwistle, 1997a). The origins of this methodology were not
clearly acknowledged, but it appeared to combine elements of grounded theory
(to be discussed in more detail in a moment) with elements of both protocol
analysis (see Ericsson & Simon, 1993) and discourse analysis (see Potter &
Wetherell, 1987).

In this section, I argue that the methods of data collection in the earliest
studies carried out by Marton and his colleagues were fairly unremarkable.
Nevertheless, Marton and Booth proposed more recently that the research inter-
view could have a quasi-therapeutic role, and I argue that this idea is question-
able on both ethical and political grounds. The methods of data analysis em-
ployed in phenomenographic research seem to be indistinguishable from those
of grounded theory, and like grounded theory they raise a specific conceptual
issue that has been termed the “dilemma of qualitative research.” It has been
suggested that this dilemma can be resolved by a constructionist reworking of
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grounded theory, and, following the arguments in the previous section, I pro-
pose a similar reworking of phenomenographic research.

The Research Interview

With regard to the conduct of research interviews, Marton’s original research
appears to have been relatively unexceptional when it is compared with current
practice in the social sciences (see, e.g., Mishler, 1986; Patton, 1990; Spradley,
1979). In fact, as Francis (1993) pointed out, it is now common in educational
research to use qualitative data to generate local descriptions from conversa-
tionally constructed narrative. She herself was critical, rather, of inadequate
reporting of the interview procedure and the interviewees’ responses. However,
Marton (1994) made the more specific proposal that the phenomenographic
interview should facilitate the thematization of aspects of the person’s experi-
ence that had not been previously thematized, and he concluded that this pro-
cess could serve a pedagogical function.

Giddens (1984, p. 7) argued that knowledge at the level of “practical con-
sciousness” (in other words, tacit or implicit knowledge of social phenomena)
could be rendered explicit (and could thus be articulated in conversational
discourse) as the result of appropriate socialization or learning experiences.
Marton and Booth (1997, pp. 129-131) similarly stressed the need to bring an
interviewee to a state of “meta-awareness” in order to enable them to articulate
their conceptions. They argued that the research interview could become a quasi-
therapeutic situation in which the researcher would need to adopt specific strat-
egies to break down or bypass the interviewee’s defense structures of denial and
resistance.

The research interview can certainly be a powerful psychodynamic encoun-
ter for both parties, and it shares a number of characteristics with psychothera-
peutic sessions (see King, 1996). Nevertheless, Marton and Booth (1997) ig-
nored the political and ethical problems that arise if one treats the research
interview as a psychotherapeutic experience. There has been considerable dis-
cussion of the distribution of power in qualitative research (e.g., Gubrium &
Silverman, 1989), and this is likely to be especially problematic when the re-
searcher has a position of status within the participants’ own academic institu-
tion (as in many published examples of phenomenographic research). Mystify-
ing the ordinary procedure of the research interview by seeking to bring infor-
mants to some special state of “meta-awareness,” as Marton and Booth proposed,
only compounds this problem and the potential for abuse.

Ethical issues, too, have been widely discussed (Kimmel, 1988; Punch, 1994),
and these impose considerable responsibility upon the interviewer. King (1996)
gave the example of knowing how to respond to a participant’s disclosure—
apparently for the first time to anyone—of the experience of sexual abuse as a
child, and she emphasized the importance of interviewers receiving proper train-
ing and supervision. Moreover, Marton and Booth’s account begs the more
fundamental question of how the researcher can know when the interviewee has
been brought to a state of true “meta-awareness.” Is there even the possibility
that participants can be brought to a state of false “meta-awareness” analogous
to the alleged “false-memory syndrome” (cf. Conway, 1997)?

In general, as Bourdieu (1992) pointed out, social researchers may endeavor
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to impose concepts or categories that are products of the social world to which
they themselves belong. For instance, Marton and Booth (1997, p. 107) noted
that the identification of different levels of learning outcomes in Marton's origi-
nal studies had relied upon value judgments about the adequacy of different
ways of understanding a text, but these judgments might just reflect the re-
searchers’ own conceptions of the domain in question (Webb, 1996, pp. 87-88;
1997). The distinction between deep and surface processing itself embodies a
judgment about the relative desirability of different approaches to studying
(Webb, 1996, p. 89; 1997), a judgment that is usually justified by reference to
the avowed goals of higher education (Entwistle, 1997b). To guard against such
problems, what is needed is a reflexive approach that takes into account the
social relationship between researchers and their informants and the constructed
nature of the research interview (an approach that Bourdieu himself called “par-
ticipant objectivation™).

The Analysis of Interview Data

With regard to the analysis of research interviews, Marton’s original re-
search seems to have been based upon verbatim transcripts, although the ex-
tracts of transcripts that were included in published reports were not at the level
of detail and accuracy that would be expected in conversation analysis, for
example (see Nofsinger, 1991). These transcripts were then subjected to an itera-
tive and interactive process to identify fundamental categories of description in
the data, each illustrated by relevant quotations. Marton and Siiljo (1984) stressed
that the categories should emerge from comparisons conducted within the data,
whereas in traditional content analysis they would be defined in advance and
imposed on the data. For Marton (1986, 1988b), this was based upon the phe-
nomenological concept of “bracketing” or holding in check any preconceived
notions that might contaminate one’s immediate experience. In fact, leaving
aside the point that this statement confuses the technical notion of the phenom-
enological epoché with adopting an objectivistic orientation in social research,
in phenomenographic inquiry investigators focus on the experiences of other
people whilst bracketing preconceptions based upon their own experiences of
the domain in question (see Marton, 1994; Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 120).

However, precisely the same approach to the analysis of qualitative data is to
be found in “grounded theory.” This is a methodology devised by Glaser and
Strauss (1967), according to which theoretical concepts and hypotheses are
“discovered” in and refined against the participants’ accounts. The “grounding”
of theory directly in qualitative data was supposed to replace an uncritical
acceptance of existing theory (and, in particular, of the forms of “grand theory”
then prevalent in North American sociology). As indicated by the idea of “dis-
covery,” grounded theory was in its original form based on a realist ontology,
but nowadays it is open to alternative interpretations, as I will point out in a
moment. Nevertheless, these alternative interpretations share the central idea
that theoretical understanding emerges from an iterative process based on a
constant sampling, comparison, and analysis of transcribed excerpts from inter-
views or other discursive material (see Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1994). Research-
ers are encouraged to transcend their preconceptions by seeking out
counterexamples and validating their interpretations through peer debriefing
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(Pidgeon, 1996; Stiles, 1993).

The broad similarity between Marton’s approach and the development of
grounded theory was remarked upon by Entwistle and Ramsden (1983, p. 14)
and more recently by Francis (1993). In the absence of published guidance on
the analytic procedures that were involved in “doing phenomenography,” some
researchers seem to have simply adopted the techniques of grounded theory in
order to analyze transcripts of interviews with students about their approaches,
conceptions, and orientations to studying in higher education (e.g., Laurillard,
1978, pp. 65-67). This was most obvious in the case of the Study Methods
Group at the Open University in the United Kingdom (Morgan, 1991; Morgan,
Taylor, & Gibbs, 1982; see also Taylor, 1983). Siljo (1982, p. 17; 1984) referred
to Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) book in explaining his own application of
phenomenography and went on explicitly to identify the process of deriving
categories of description within phenomenographic research with the analytic
techniques of grounded theory (Siljo, 1988). Nevertheless, it is only belatedly
that Marton and Booth (1997, p. 134) cited Glaser and Strauss’s approach to the
analysis of interviews, and then merely in the context of a technical point
regarding the representativeness of the participants who had been sampled.

The Dilemma of Qualitative Research

Whereas Marton sought a basis for phenomenography in phenomenology,
grounded theory stemmed from symbolic interactionism (see Blumer, 1969;
Denzin, 1970), which regarded social life as regulated by symbols whose mean-
ings were constituted in social interactions. Nevertheless, although Glaser and
Strauss (1967) were concerned to argue for the appropriateness of qualitative
research, they did not endeavour to chalienge established positivistic notions
concerning the basic nature of scientific inquiry. As Pidgeon (1996) commented,
in talking of the way in which theory was “discovered from” data, Glaser and
Strauss (1967) implied that a set of social or psychological relationships existed
objectively in the world, were reflected in qualitative data, and hence were there
to be captured by any researcher who should happen to pass by (or, at least, any
researcher who was prepared to engage fully with local settings and understand-
ings). Marton (1978) noted that Glaser and Strauss’s arguments were in fact very
similar to his own view of phenomenographic inquiry.

Nevertheless, Hammersley (1989) argued that symbolic interactionism and other
naturalistic approaches encountered a basic dilemma in seeking to reconcile the
“subjective” and the “objective” in forms of qualitative research: “On the one
hand, social phenomena cannot be understood without taking account of subjec-
tive as well as objective factors; yet, at present we have no way of capturing
subjective factors that meet the requirements of science” (p. 4). Hammersley ar-
gued that grounded theory, as practised by Glaser and Strauss (1967), had not
resolved this dilemma (pp. 198-204)..Denzin (1988) made a very similar criticism
of grounded theory: By making qualitative research “scientifically” respectable,
researchers may be imposing schemes of interpretation on the social world that
simply do not fit that world as it is constructed and lived by interacting individu-
als” (p. 432). In principle, as Hammersley noted, this “dilemma of qualitative
research” could be resolved by redefining science or else by redefining the social
world and how it can be investigated (pp. 207-220).
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Similarly, it can be argued that there is a tension inherent within
phenomenography between the positivistic desire for scientific rigor and
generalizability and the hermeneutical search for authentic understanding
(Ekeblad & Bond, 1994; Webb, 1996, p. 89; 1997). Marton and Booth’s (1996,
1997) specification of a “nondualist ontology” represented an attempt to re-
solve this tension, but (as mentioned above) this retains the dualist epistemol-
ogy on which phenomenography is based. Some writers have put forward con-
structionist revisions of grounded theory (e.g., Charmaz, 1990; Layder, 1993,
chap. 4). On this kind of account, the process by which conceptions of reality
have been constructed by participants in research is mirrored in the process by
which theories are generated (rather than discovered) in the course of the inter-
actions between researchers and their data (Henwood & Pidgeon, 1992). This
broad approach to grounded theory appears to resolve the “dilemma of qualita-
tive research” by recognizing the constructed nature of participants’ concep-
tions of particular phenomena and the interpretative nature of social research.

This approach to grounded theory is also entirely consistent with the con-
structionist interpretation of phenomenography that I suggested earlier. On this
view, conceptions of reality are not psychological entities somehow residing in
the minds of individuals. Rather, they represent discursive practices that are
used as resources in particular communicative encounters. For the
phenomenographic researcher, they are apparent most obviously in the commu-
nicative encounter of the research interview, although this in itself is a distinc-
tive situation which demands that the participants exhibit a peculiar kind of
discursive practice. Indeed, these various discursive practices originate and are
constituted in the contributions that people make to situated discourse in daily
life. This suggests that phenomenographic researchers might pay more attention
in the future to the accounts given by their participants in real-life situations in
which the relevant concepts are put to use for concrete communicative pur-
poses. For elaboration of all these points, see Siljo (1988, 1994, 1997).

Conclusions

The approach to qualitative research that was developed by Marton and his
colleagues during the 1970s revolutionized the way in which both researchers
and teachers think about the process and the outcome of learning in higher
education. Unfortunately, this research was felt to lack a clear conceptual basis.
“Phenomenography” represented the attempt to provide an ad hoc and post hoc
underpinning for the methodology that Marton and his colleagues had em-
ployed with such apparent success.

Marton (1981) sought to endow phenomenography with a vicarious status by
associating it (both implicitly and explicitly) with the philosophical school of
phenomenology. The latter had certainly inspired a distinctive approach to quali-
tative research in the social sciences, and it seemed to provide a rationale of sorts
for the work that Marton and his colleagues had been carrying out. In particular,
the way in which the basic ideas of phenomenology had been amended by previ-
ous thinkers in the social sciences appeared to avoid both the problem of solip-
sism (so that it made sense to postulate conceptions of reality in other people) and
also the problem of essentialism (so that it made sense to postulate a variety of
conceptions of reality in different people). In short, phenomenography seemed to
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take a “second-order perspective of statements-about-perceived-reality,” but in a
way that acknowledged sources of variation across individuals (p. 188).

Nevertheless, all such attempts to turn the “first-person” enterprise of phenom-
enology into a “third-person” enterprise suitable for the social sciences fall foul of
precisely the same fundamental conceptual problem. Their proponents insist that
their intention is “to describe the world as people experience it” (Marton, 1978, p.
2, italics added). However, they have to depend on other people’s discursive
accounts of their experience. In this case, they are merely describing the world as
people describe it. To infer that there are mental entities that are causally respon-
sible for differences in their accounts is to fail to bracket one’s own prejudices, to
adopt an unreflective attitude rather than a reflective attitude, and to buy into the
cognitivist precepts of the “natives” (cf. Webb, 1997).

This argument can be made at the methodological level rather than at a
conceptual level. Marton himself has never explicitly acknowledged the obvi-
ous similarities between the analytic procedures of phenomenographic research
and those of grounded theory, yet other researchers appear quite content to
assimilate the former to the latter. In this event, however, phenomenographic
research falls foul of what Hammersley (1989) described as the “dilemma of
qualitative method.” Pidgeon (1996) maintained that a constructionist revision
of grounded theory would resolve this dilemma, and a constructionist revision
of phenomenography would, correspondingly, provide a proper grounding for
phenomenographic research.

The earliest examples of “phenomenographic” research actually predated
any attempt to articulate its theoretical underpinning, and this suggests that the
practice of phenomenography can be disengaged from that theoretical under-
pinning. Indeed, writings by some of Marton’s own colleagues appear to betray
at the very least an affinity with social constructionism (e.g., Dahlgren, 1984,
Siljs, 1984, 1987). More specifically, the account developed by Siljo (1988,
1994, 1997) showed that a constructionist revision of phenomenographic re-
search is possible. The arguments that I have put forward in this paper indicate
that a constructionist reworking of phenomenographic research is both heuristi-
cally desirable and philosophically necessary.

If the practice of phenomenography can be disengaged from its underpin-
ning, does this mean that the latter is intrinsically arbitrary? It could be argued
that researchers who adopt a constructionist approach are more likely to address
their own research practices in a reflexive and critical manner, whereas the
ontological and epistemological assumptions of researchers who adopt a realist
approach are more likely to remain implicit in their conduct of interviews.
Francis (1993) expressed concern about the use of leading prompts during
phenomenographic interviews, which would, of course, lead to self-fulfilling
prophecies through the mechanism of behavior confirmation (e.g., Rosenthal,
1963, 1976; Snyder & Swann, 1978). Moreover, I argued earlier that Marton
and Booth’s (1997) commitment to realism led them to advocate potentially
unethical conduct to bring informants to an appropriate state of “meta-aware-
ness.”

The same considerations are relevant to educational practice. It is currently
fashionable to argue that professionals of all kinds should be “reflective practi-
tioners” (Schon, 1983). In the particular domain of higher education, it has been
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suggested that faculty should adopt a research-based approach to the improve-
ment of their teaching, by using both qualitative and quantitative methods to
investigate the process of learning on the part of their own students (Katz &
Henry, 1988). Unfortunately, in the latter context, little attention is paid to
issues of confidentiality, consent, and control (see Richardson, 1990).
Phenomenographic research has served to illuminate the processes of learning
in higher education in a way that makes good sense both to students and to
faculty and entails specific proposals for developing programs aimed at improv-
ing student learning (see Ramsden, 1988). The notion of an evidence-based or
research-based approach to faculty development is similarly laudable. However,
if faculty are to be encouraged to use phenomenographic techniques in the
development of their own teaching, then they need to apply those techniques to
their own assumptions about teaching and learning in a reflective and reflexive
manner if they are to avoid analogous self-fulfilling prophecies in their stu-
dents’ behavior and performance (cf. Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968).
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