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“I think my colleague at the time [of our joint research project] viewed [what the
textbooks call ‘unstructured interviews’] as a subset of ‘interviews’;
I regarded it as a subset of ‘talking to people’.”
—Chapman (2001, 23), quoted in
Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2014: 148)
Interviewing from an interpretivist perspective is different in important ways from
interviewing informed by a realist-objectivist (i.e., positivist philosophical) perspective.
For one, it means something other than administering a survey or otherwise following a
list of questions that the researcher feels s/he/they must cover in their entirety lest the
interview be deemed a failure.
Chapman (above) “captures the differences in spirit underlying these practices in
describing, above, the reactions of his research partner, an economist trained in survey
research, and himself, trained as an anthropologist, as they set out to talk to people in
an organizational setting. Chapman finds himself completely enthralled with what he is
learning from their field research—interviews that last half a day, observations of
meetings—while his colleague’s attention wanders and he sees little coming out of such
“nondirected” research” (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2014: 148).
Much of the literature on interviewing treats it in an “extractive” manner. This is at odds
with the approach taken by such interpretive scholars as Lee Ann Fujii, Fred Schaffer,
and Joe Soss (citations below), which is why their work is so central to our thinking and
that of other interpretive researchers. Fujii makes the ethical part of this especially clear
in the last chapter of her book, entitled “The ethos of relational interviewing.”
The methods literature on interviewing is vast, and it is not our intention to replicate it
here. An internet search should produce the best sellers in that area. Our purpose here
is to direct attention to those works that either engage interpretive methodological
approaches to interviewing or which report on research “findings” based on interpretivestyle interviewing.
Chapman, Malcolm. 2001. “Social anthropology and business studies: Some

considerations of method.” In Inside Organizations: Anthropologists at Work, ed.
David N. Gellner and Eric Hirsch, 19–33. Oxford: Berg.
Note: Much of what little literature in political science on interviewing exists focuses on
elite interviews, what might be called “interviewing up” (borrowing from anthropologist
Laura Nader’s notion of studying up [“Up the anthropologist,” 1972]). We certainly don’t
want to dismiss the significance of interviewing Congresspeople, NGO Executive
Directors, and so forth, but political scientists also interview “down” and “across,” from
social movement actors to sex workers (Majic 2014, Sex Work Politics: From Protest to
Service Provision, U Penn Press). Be careful, though: Like any dichotomy, the up/down
distinction can sometimes be limiting or even misleading. “Elite” is a context-dependent,
not a fixed, category (see Glas 2021).
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• Chapter 6 Gaining Access to Individuals
• Chapter 7 Gaining Access for Interviews
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Note from Nick Cheesman:
“The latest episode in the New Books in Interpretive Political & Social Science
series on the New Books Network is now online, available on the website or via
all good podcasting apps (on the New Books in Political Science channel):
Jessica Soedirgo and Aarie Glas speaking on Lee Ann Fujii's Interviewing in
Social Science Research: A Relational Approach
https://newbooksnetwork.com/interviewing-in-social-science-research”
Fujii, Lee Ann. 2010. Shades of truth and lies: Interpreting testimonies of war and
violence. Journal of Peace Research 47 (2): 231-41.
Gawlewicz, Anna. 2016. Language and translation strategies in researching migrant
experience of difference from the position of migrant researcher. Qualitative Research
16 (1): 27–42.
Glas, Aarie. 2021. Power, positionality, and positions of power: Reflexivity in elite

interviewing. PS: Political Science and Politics. FirstView:
doi:10.1017/S1049096520002048.
Herzog, Hanna. 2005. On home turf: Interview location and its social meaning.
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Selected political science works reporting interview-based research
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Working with translators?
Should you be doing interpretive research if you don’t speak the language of your
interlocutors?
We will, for the moment, remain agnostic on that point, but we do want to flag another
one. Persistent in many treatments of translation is the notion that it entails a one-to-one
equivalence between words in one language and words in another. Far more nuanced—
and closer to interpretive methodological presuppositions—is the understanding that
translating rests on finding a “culture”-to-“culture” equivalence.
Consider, for example, this quote from Merced Community Outreach Services
psychologist Sukey Waller, in Anne Fadiman’s 1997 The Spirit Catches You and You
Fall Down (NY: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux):
...someone who merely converted Hmong words into English, however accurately,
would be of no help to me whatsoever. 'I don't call my staff interpreters,' she told me. 'I
call them cultural brokers. They teach me. When I don't know what to do, I ask them.
You should go find yourself a cultural broker. [p. 95]
That gets to the heart of the issue: translation reaches for the senses, the meanings, of
words and concepts.
Translation has been, and still is, an issue in cross-cultural management studies, a subsub-field of organizational studies, along with similar practices. And it has the broader
phenomenological and hermeneutic context of how we manage to make sense of one
another even in our own language. Some of this is picked up in its treatment in science
studies (a.k.a. the sociology of scientific knowledge) and in some of the following:
Selected works in political science, IR, public policy, and public administration
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Selected other references in re. translation/translating
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For additional sources, see https://wur.academia.edu/DvoraYanow/Talks -- there are a
handful of presentations from a 2016 translating workshop, with references.

ADDENDA
1. On the social impacts of social media (in re. Methods Clinic #2)

Sherry Turkle - Fresh Air interview
MIT professor and social scientist Sherry Turkle has long been concerned with the social
impacts of technologies. Toward the end of this interview, she is asked about the impact
of our increased use of social media since the COVID shutdown. Her reply is interesting
for those who might be tempted to consider online interviewing, e.g., as a replacement
for face-to-face interviewing and other, related matters.
Here it is on Apple Podcasts; it may be available otherwise:
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/fresh-air/id214089682?i=1000512451764

