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There is a thirst among the Paxtun 
women for autobiography. There is also a 
correct way to “seek the person out” 
with questions. One day, when my 
daughter’s nanny had observed me 
eliciting a life story from someone, she 
later tried to correct me on the grounds 
that I did not know how to interrogate 
properly. “You foreigners don’t know 
how to search [latawel] one another,” she 
reproached me. “When we Pakistanis ask 
a person’s story, we don’t let a single 
detail go by. We dig in all the corners, high 
and low. We seek the person out. That’s 
how we do things. We are storytellers 

and story seekers. We know how to draw 
out a person’s heart.”

Grima (1991, pp. 81–82)

A s this outspoken Paxtun woman from 
Northwest Pakistan reminds us, asking 
people for and about stories is a wide-

spread practice, even though the ways of asking and 
the kinds of stories told may vary. Indeed, most of 
us are already old experts at coaxing, inviting, or 
outright demanding stories in our everyday lives. 
From a child’s wheedling, “Tell me,” to a friend’s 
bright-eyed prod, “And then what happened?” we 
regularly make and receive such requests.

◆  Kirin Narayan and Kenneth M. George

STORIES ABOUT GETTING STORIES

Interactional Dimensions in Folk and 
Personal Narrative Research

35

Authors’ Note: The authors extend their great thanks to Lila Abu-Lughod and Maria Lepowsky for their helpful 
critiques of an earlier version of this chapter and to the editors of the first and second editions of this Handbook for 
their insightful comments.



512    ◆    PART VII.  CRITICAL REFLECTIONS

Pursuing stories within an interview context, 
though, we bring a set of disciplinary goals and ana-
lytic reflections to storytelling transactions. The 
delights of a well-told tale may continue to sweep us 
along, but as interviewers we usually elicit and evalu-
ate stories with particular professional agendas. Like 
Grima’s Paxtun critic, the people we seek to inter-
view sometimes already have their own ideas about 
how one should go about getting stories from others. 
Storytelling practices—how to tell stories, when and 
to whom to tell them, how to classify and interpret 
them, and the broader social, cultural, and political 
purposes to which stories are put—vary across com-
munities. As stories move about in a range of inter-
personal and institutional settings, the presence of a 
researcher eagerly seeking narrative materials may 
provide yet another occasion for retellings. In addi-
tion to scholars, there are also other specialists 
with their own purposes and methods for eliciting 
stories—therapists, shamans, lawyers, doctors, talk 
show hosts, priests, immigration officers, police, 
journalists, human rights workers, and so on. This 
interactive process of extracting and yielding stories 
plays an ongoing role in the shaping of social life.

Our task in this chapter is to describe the dynam-
ics of interviewing for two sorts of stories: (1) per-
sonal narratives and (2) folk narratives. The 
distinction between them may seem commonsensical 
at first: personal narratives as person-centered, expe-
riential, and idiosyncratic folk narratives as collec-
tive, traditional, and shared. We will, however, argue 
that such a distinction becomes blurred under closer 
view and that scholarly insights developed for one 
category can also illuminate the other. Second, we 
explore the interactive dynamics of eliciting stories 
in interviews, emphasizing the need to be aware of 
the social life of stories that extend beyond the inter-
view. Third, we argue for the importance of supple-
menting interviews for stories with interviews about 
stories, to comprehend the interpretive frames that 
surround storytelling transactions. Finally, we point 
out the usefulness of critically examining interview 
transcripts in evolving practice.

Many excellent publications are already available 
with insights and guidelines for ethnographic or 
folkloristic interviewing more generally (Atkinson, 
1998; Briggs, 1986; Holstein & Gubrium, 1995; 
Ives, 1995; Jackson, 1987; Langness & Frank, 1981; 
Spradley, 1979). Rather than rehash insights from 
these other works, we direct interested readers to 

them. Here, we will draw on a selection of memo-
rable examples of prior interviews for stories, work-
ing from the larger ethnographic record and also 
from our own fieldwork experiences.

�� Personal and Folk Narratives

For the better part of the 20th century, most anthro-
pologists, folklorists, and literary specialists assumed 
that personal narratives are uniquely individual, 
shaped more by the vagaries of experience than by 
the conventions of collective tradition. From this 
vantage, experience appears to dictate the content 
and form of personal narrative, and so the teller is of 
central importance. In contrast, folk narratives have 
been seen as highly conventional, widely shared cul-
tural representations, mediated by the narrative 
community at large. As Franz Boas (1916) asserted, 
folk narratives, like myths, “present in a way an 
autobiography of the tribe” (p. 393). Yet, time and 
again, the people with whom anthropologists work 
have not made the same distinction between “per-
sonal” and “folk” in terms of the significance of 
stories to individuals’ lives.

Personal stories are also shaped through the use of 
culturally recognized—and sometimes transcultur-
ally negotiated—narrative and linguistic conventions 
that are themselves differentially put to use by peo-
ple positioned by gender, age, or class. As life story 
research in anthropology has shown, such stories are 
closely tied to cultural conceptions of personhood 
(Langness & Frank, 1981). So, for example, when 
Renato Rosaldo (1976) asked his Ilongot “brother” 
Tukbaw to speak about his own life, he found that 
Tukbaw chose to build stories around the wise words 
and advice of his father rather than provide intro-
spective vignettes about feelings or events. Or when 
Benedicte Grima went to northwest Pakistan in the 
hope of researching Paxtun women’s romance narra-
tives, she soon learned that the stories the women 
themselves most liked to tell involved tragic tales of 
personal suffering, the more tragic the better. A 
woman who hadn’t suffered was assumed not to 
have a life story. As a 30-year-old unmarried school-
teacher told Grima, “I have no story to tell. I have 
been through no hardships” (Grima, 1991, p. 84). 
Similarly, in northwest India, Kirin Narayan was 
startled when Vidhya Sharma, an educated Kangra 
village woman, claimed that she had no life story. 



Chapter 35.  Stories About Getting Stories    ◆    513

“Look, it’s only when something different has hap-
pened that a woman has a story to tell,” Vidhya said. 
“If everything just goes on the way it’s supposed to, 
all you can think of is that you ate, drank, slept, 
served your husband and brought up your children. 
What’s the story in that?” (Narayan, 2004, p. 227). 
Building on cultural conceptions, individuals may 
also elaborate their own tastes and convictions about 
others as appropriate subjects for life story research. 
Ruth Behar, for example, found that Esperanza, the 
Mexican peddler whose life story she recorded, fol-
lowed a narrative structure that moved from suffer-
ing to rage to redemption and appeared to expect 
other women to follow this too. When Behar pro-
posed to ask other women for their life stories, 
Esperanza objected to her choice of a respected 
schoolteacher, declaring, “But she, what has she suf-
fered? I never heard that her husband beat her or 
that she suffered from rages” (Behar, 1993, p. 12).

While the genre that anthropologists have devel-
oped to write about people’s lives is labeled “life 
history,” we prefer the term life story, or even life 
stories, to draw attention to the fragmentary and 
constructed nature of personal narratives (cf. 
Peacock & Holland, 1993). Sometimes, asking 
someone for a “life story” may appear altogether 
too overwhelming or foreign a request. Asking 
about particular eras or incidents may do more to 
stimulate retellings (see also Abu-Lughod, 1993, 
p. 46). Whether entire life stories or passing anec-
dotes, personal narratives emerge to serve culturally 
story-worthy situations and purposes. By looking at 
the subjects that people choose to dwell on in nar-
rating their lives, we are in a position to see what 
most matters to them, from their point of view. 
Describing the hunting stories that Ilongot men of 
the Philippines love to tell, Rosaldo (1986) observes, 
“Narrative can provide a particularly rich source of 
knowledge about the significance people find in 
their workaday lives. Such narratives often reveal 
more about what can make life worth living than 
about how it is routinely lived” (p. 98).

In addition to being implicitly encoded in cultural 
practice, conventions for talking about lives can also 
be actively inculcated by institutional demands of 
various kinds—including the many approaches 
toward narrative inquiry circulating in scholarly cir-
cles (Chase, 2005). Viewing orally told stories 
among many kinds of “autobiographical acts,” Smith 
and Watson (2001) point to the role of “coaxers, 

coaches and coercers” in eliciting personal narratives 
(pp. 50–52; see also Gubrium & Holstein, 2001; 
Holstein & Gubrium, 2000). For example, as Kenneth 
George (1978) learned in his fieldwork with Pastor 
John Sherfey, the religious doctrines and practices of 
evangelical Protestant congregations in the United 
States lead adherents to routinely “testify” to their 
spiritual salvation through stories about their per-
sonal conversion experience (cf. Harding, 1987, 
2001; Titon, 1988; Titon & George, 1977, 1978). 
Or as Carole Cain (1991) has argued, Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA) teaches newcomers how to tell a 
confessional story in which they are not just drinkers 
but alcoholics who have hit rock bottom and need 
help. Through pamphlets, the examples of others’ 
storytelling, and feedback from fellow participants at 
AA meetings, people joining the group learn how to 
shape personal experience along the lines of this key 
story form. Markets, too, require life stories, espe-
cially in establishing literary or artistic reputations or 
in setting artistic value (cf. Bourdieu, 1993). And we 
would further add that governmentality always 
involves shaping citizenship and personal identity 
around the narrative demands of the nation-state.

Even as personal narratives are shaped by salient 
storytelling conventions, folk narratives circulating 
within and across communities are personalized 
through retellings. If we shift attention from tradi-
tional stories to the storytellers, it becomes clear that 
storytellers put their own creative and aesthetic 
stamp on folk narratives, personalizing them through 
retellings to fit particular occasions (Azadovskii, 
1974; Degh, 1969). As Swamiji, a Hindu holy man 
who delighted in making moral and spiritual points 
through stories, once reflected to Narayan, people 
told stories according to their own feelings and the 
feelings of their audience. As Swamiji said,

When you tell a story, you should look at the 
situation and tell it. Then it turns out well. If you 
just tell any story any time, it’s not really good. 
You must consider the time and shape the story so 
it’s right. All stories are told for some purpose. 
(Narayan, 1989, p. 37)

Occasionally, storytellers may make explicit links 
between their folk narratives and their lives. So, for 
example, Urmilaji, a woman in the Himalayan foot-
hills, once compared the hard times she had experi-
enced to the wanderings of an exiled king and queen 
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in one of the folktales she had told Narayan. In mak-
ing this explicit connection, Urmilaji was shedding 
light not just on her own life but on the traditional 
tale too. When Urmilaji’s family priest retold the 
same story, forefronting the beleaguered king and 
downplaying the travails of his loyal wife, it became 
clear that both tellers were recasting the tale accord-
ing to their own gendered experiences (Narayan, 
1997, pp. 121–124; cf. Taggart, 1990).

Reading life histories, one can occasionally witness 
the subject straining against an anthropologist’s con-
ceptions of appropriate “personal” content in an 
interview. So, for example, when the energetic !Kung 
woman Nisa suggested to Margery Shostak, “Let’s 
continue our talk about long ago. Let’s also talk about 
the stories that the old people know” (Shostak, 1983, 
p. 40), it is possible that Nisa was trying to include 
some of her repertoire of traditional tales within the 
frame of her life stories. Collecting oral histories, Julie 
Cruikshank (1990, 1998, 2005) found that the Yukon 
women elders whose life stories she was recording 
insisted that their myths were a part of their lives and 
interspersed retellings of myth with oral histories in 
ways that directly inspired Cruikshank’s scholarship. 
Similarly, Michael Young (1983) admits in the pro-
logue to Magicians of Manumanua: Living Myth in 
Kalauna that his book emerged from an attempt to 
make sense of the ritual expert Iyahalina’s puzzling 
response to a request for his life history:

Instead of telling me tales from his childhood, 
recounting the circumstances of his marriage, or 
enumerating his mature achievements, he nar-
rated a sequence of myths and legends that 
described the activities of his ancestors. He con-
cluded with a passionate peroration on the ritual 
duties they had bequeathed him, the central task 
of which was to “sit still” in order to anchor the 
community in prosperity. (pp. 3–4)

As Young learned, Iyahalina and other hereditary 
guardians of myths on Goodenough Island identified 
with the heroes of their myths and drew on mythic 
themes to construct their own autobiographical nar-
ratives. At the same time, possession of these myths 
was a means of asserting status. In a related vein, 
Lepowsky (1993, p. 126) found that in Vanatinai, 
New Guinea, women could also own authoritative 
versions of myths, a fact that she links to women’s 
stature within this more gender-egalitarian society.

Rather than suppress the disjunction between the 
kinds of stories we might seek and the stories that we 
obtain in an interview, interviewers can fruitfully 
explore this gap between analytic categories and the 
locally conceived genres that index social power. As 
the examples just cited show, reflecting on that “gap” 
can be a source of scholarly insight and creativity (cf. 
Bauman & Briggs, 1992; Ben-Amos, 1969/1976; 
Briggs, 1986).

Even when we receive the sorts of stories we are 
looking for, the underlying narrative ideology might 
differ, as both Susan Harding (1987, 2001) and 
Kenneth George (1978) discovered in their respec-
tive studies of evangelical Protestant speech in the 
American South. For the pastors who spoke with 
Harding and George, the conversations were not 
“interviews” so much as “testimonies” to the power 
of God and Christ in their personal lives and in the 
world more generally. These pastors were also 
explicit about using the interview testimonies to per-
suade the interviewers to confess their sins and seek 
forgiveness and salvation through God in Christ. In 
this way, the pastors were able to put Harding and 
George’s respective scholarly endeavors to work for 
their own greater spiritual purpose.

Thus, narratives are not just vehicles for cultural 
representation; they are also potent tools in social 
interaction, a form of cultural work. By “cultural 
work,” we mean the ways narrators and audiences 
use narrative resources for political and social 
ends. While stories of different kinds certainly con-
tain representations of cultural values, concerns, 
and patterns, we cannot forget that stories—like all 
genres of speech—are also practices intended to 
get things done: to entertain, edify, shock, terror-
ize, intimidate, heal, comfort, confess, persuade, 
divulge, and more. Narrative form, then, does not 
only conjure up other worlds, whether imagined or 
remembered, but it is also a way to use words for 
social and political purposes in the immediacies of 
this world.

�� Getting Stories

A researcher should always be alert to the ways sto-
ries are narrated as part of ongoing social life and to 
the commentaries, debates, revisions, and retellings 
they evoke. Yet researchers are not always so lucky as 
to be in the right place at the right time to participate 
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in the many varied moments when people tell or 
comment on stories that circulate in everyday life. 
When researchers do have a chance to listen in, their 
very presence cannot help but shape different 
aspects of the storytelling occasion; even “conversa-
tionally shared stories” (see also Prasad, 2007) can 
be subtly transformed by the presence of a recording 
device. Furthermore, a single narrative performance 
is usually not enough to gain insight into the larger 
ongoing life of stories and storytelling encounters. 
Interviews, then, are a useful supplement to the eth-
nographer’s taking part in social life in an engaged, 
observant way.

Because all storytelling events are situationally 
unique, narratives heard or exchanged in interviews 
should not be carelessly confused with or substituted 
for narratives that take place outside the interview 
context. All stories emerging from an interview will 
bear the mark of an interviewer’s presence and goals 
and the hierarchical dynamics of the interview situa-
tion. Yet we should not dismiss interview narratives 
as artificial or contrived. Rather, like so many other 
social encounters, interviews are culturally negoti-
ated events worthy of analysis (see Briggs, 1986). 
Since the interview can be an invitation to narrate, it 
is a wonderful opportunity to grasp—or to at least 
begin to think about—the complexity of stories 
exchanged elsewhere in a community.

The word interview has roots in Old French and 
at one time meant something like “to see one 
another.” While we cannot ignore the social hierar-
chies of inquiry, we want to underscore how “seeing 
one another” in interviews requires close attentive-
ness and an openness to the surprises of dialogue and 
exchange. How an interview runs its course depends 
very much on all the participants involved. It is 
important for the interviewer to be flexible and 
ready to follow the unexpected paths that emerge in 
the course of talking together with interviewees. In 
fact, in our experience, interviews often end up hav-
ing less to do with structured questions or answers 
than with the animated exchange of stories. A will-
ingness to reveal one’s own stories can also add 
depth to an interview, inspiring the person one is 
interviewing to open up.

The ethnographic interview is a bid on the part of 
a researcher to get a subject to converse openly 
about a set of issues of concern to the researcher. 
The political conditions surrounding the consent 
and participation of interviewees in ethnographic 

interviews—and in the negotiated elicitation of 
stories—have been anticipated in human subject 
protocols designed to hold in check the potentially 
coercive impulses of social scientific and humanistic 
inquiry. Setting up an interview becomes an invita-
tion to narrate, albeit one that can be refused, sub-
verted, or turned back on the interviewer.

Seeking stories through interview soon reveals a 
range of storytelling styles. Some people are ener-
getic raconteurs who will use the interview as a wel-
come occasion to spin stories. Stories may pour 
toward the researcher in such dizzying numbers that 
all he or she needs to do is show engagement with 
nods or murmurs. In the presence of such practiced 
storytellers, an interviewer may have to struggle to 
redirect the stories toward subjects suited to his or 
her specific interests. Sometimes, the interviewer 
may need to clarify details. But mostly, when a story-
teller takes charge, an interviewer’s work is to listen 
with attentive care so as to formulate necessary ques-
tions when the retelling is over.

In other cases, an interviewer has to work harder. 
It may take a while to formulate the right questions 
that inspire the telling of stories. Questions that can 
be answered by a simple “yes” or “no” are particular 
hazards that give an interviewer a sense of getting 
nowhere at all. Sometimes, a person is more willing to 
tell stories outside the formal context of an interview, 
without recording devices or notebooks at hand. 
Occasionally, a person being interviewed is willing to 
tell stories about some things but not others. Here, for 
example, is a moment from Narayan’s (KN) fieldwork 
in the Northwest Himalayan foothills, when Suman 
Kumari (SK), a woman who had been animatedly tell-
ing stories about her grandmother’s and mother’s 
difficult lives, seemed to lose narrative direction when 
it came to recounting her own life trajectory.

KN:	 And after that?

SK:	 After that what can I say? What can I say, 
Bahenji? (she turns to her half sister, who 
along with the mother, is listening in). After 
that—that’s all: sons and all that, and 
daughters-in-law.

KN:	 (seeing that SK is still speaking from the 
perspective of her mother, tries to turn the 
interview to SKs own life) And your earliest 
memories were of this place? What was 
your childhood like?
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SK:	 (looking at her sister again) What should I 
tell her about my childhood, Bahenji?

Sister:	 That you went to school in your child-
hood—that’s just fine.

[Both sisters laugh.]

SK:	 What happened is that we went to school, 
we ate food. Sometimes there would be 
mangoes on the trees and we’d eat a lot. In 
the house, she (indicating her mother) would 
say, “Go to sleep.” But as soon as she was 
asleep, then all three of us would run out!

In a cursory way, Suman Kumari gestured toward 
memories of school, food, mangos, and naps, yet her 
own life clearly did not have as much interest to her 
as tales of her female ancestors. Though Narayan 
tried to refuel the narrative with questions, these 
reminiscences soon sputtered to a halt.

Asking people to specify can sometimes be help-
ful. For example, if someone says, “Life was hard,” 
asking for the ways that life was hard, or if there are 
any particular moments that stand out as being espe-
cially hard, can result in the unpacking of stories. 
However, the more an interviewer works at extract-
ing a story, the less sure one can be whether this is a 
story already present in a person’s repertoire or 
whether it has been created only by the interview. 
This is one of the reasons why including the ques-
tions that a researcher asks in the final published 
work can be crucial to showing how the materials 
emerged as part of a dialogical process (Dwyer, 
1982; Mintz, 1960/1974).

In addition, it’s useful to reflect on the structural 
relations between the interviewer and interviewee, 
and an interviewee’s own reasons for sharing stories. 
For example, preparing to be interviewed by Barbara 
Myerhoff in Venice Beach, California, the elderly 
retired tailor Shmuel Goldman wrote out memories 
in Yiddish from his childhood in the Jewish quarter 
of a Polish town; he read these to her in English and 
elaborated with oral stories. Later, he mused,

For myself, growing old would be altogether a 
different thing if that little town was there 
still. . . . But when I come back from these stories 
and remember the way they lived is gone forever, 
wiped out like you would erase a line of writing, 
then it means another thing altogether for me to 
accept leaving this life. If my life goes now, it 

means nothing. But if my life goes, with my 
memories, and all that is lost, that is something 
else to bear. (Myerhoff, 1978, p. 74)

Shmuel sent Myerhoff home with what he called 
“all this package of stories”; a day later, he died in 
his sleep. Shmuel’s words remind us that sometimes 
interviews are of value to not just scholars. Transmit-
ting memories to an eager audience, ensuring the 
survival of stories beyond a limited lifetime, an inter-
viewee may also have a stake in the process.

The elicitation of stories in interviews may be 
subject to wider constraints around narrative prac-
tice. Examples abound in many Native American 
communities, where storytelling is often intimately 
linked to seasons, especially winter. To tell or elicit 
stories at other times can be complicated. So, for 
example, if a storyteller among the Anishanaabe 
(Ojibwa) wishes to tell myths outside the winter 
months, he or she can put on a white weasel pelt, as 
though simulating snow. Exploring indigenous 
sacred traditions in the highlands of South Sulawesi, 
Indonesia, George (1996) had to adjust his interview 
work to fit with taboos that regulated the time and 
place for narrative activity: During the long months 
that stretched from the time of preparing rice fields 
to the time of harvest, community-wide prohibitions 
against storytelling and singing were in place, and so 
he could neither gather nor discuss narrative materials. 
Once the postharvest ritual season of about 2 months 
began, he was at liberty to record and discuss tradi-
tional songs and stories. Even then, certain taboos 
remained in effect. For example, sumengo—a genre 
of ritual song associated with headhunting narratives—
could only be performed and discussed for 1 week of 
the year in any given community. As a result, George 
had to adjust his research, moving from community 
to community as sets of taboos came into effect in 
one yet were relaxed in another.

The kinds of stories appropriate to tell may vary 
not just with calendrical cycles but also with social 
location. Gender and age are particularly important 
factors to consider. For example, adult males in 
many of Southeast Asia’s upland communities espe-
cially favor personal stories about going on journeys 
(see, e.g., George, 1996; Rosaldo, 1976; Steedly, 
1993; Tsing, 1993). Interestingly, many of the 
mythic and historical narratives in these regions fea-
ture male “culture heroes” whose journeys lead to 
the foundation of the communities in question. 
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Thus, men’s contemporary tales of personal journeys 
resonate well with the foundational narratives of any 
specific locale. Women in these same communities 
have less to say about personal journeys but com-
paratively more when it comes to talking about 
trance experience (George, 1993; Steedly, 1993; 
Tsing, 1993). While both men and women in these 
communities go on journeys and go into trance, in 
an important sense it is more relevantly male to 
make a story of personal travel and more relevantly 
female to talk about trance experience. The very 
familiarity and pervasiveness of this pattern makes it 
all the more striking when, for example, a woman 
recounts the dangers of a journey she has made. Her 
move into a typically “male” narrative terrain, then, 
is an exceptionally revealing and socially salient 
example of gender play and transgression.

Storytelling forms are not static. Like other 
genres, different kinds of stories evolve within the 
play of power in ongoing social life and in dialogue 
with other genres (Bauman & Briggs, 1992). This 
means that there may be shifts in the kinds of stories 
that are appropriate for different social groups to 
tell. In his long-term research among the Kwaio of 
the Solomon Islands, Roger Keesing (1985) at first 
found men ready to talk about their lives, while 
women “were fragmented and brief, distancing 
themselves from serious autobiography with recipro-
cal jests” (p. 29). On return visits, he found that 
men’s efforts to codify cultural rules and conven-
tions, or kastom, as a form of postcolonial resistance 
to outside influences had also inspired women to 
think of culture as an objectifiable “thing” and to lay 
claim to their own accounts of kastom in which 
women’s importance was given its due. When Kwaio 
women finally spoke out, they were doing so in 
counterpoint to the men who had previously been 
working with Keesing (1985) to codify kastom; also, 
senior women recounted their lives “as moral texts, 
as exemplifications of the trials, responsibilities, vir-
tues and tragedies of A Woman’s Life” (p. 33). 
Speaking out, for Kwaio women, was a bid to power. 
While acknowledging the wider historical shifts that 
made women perceive their life stories as valuable 
texts to transact, Keesing also mentions the impor-
tance of what he terms “the politics of the elicitation 
situation” (p. 37)—that is, the particular interper-
sonal circumstances of the interview. That he was 
joined by a female fieldworker during the time when 
he was able to finally record women’s stories was 

also a key factor in coaxing Kwaio women, who had 
previously been silent about their lives, into ani-
mated speaking subjects.

For folklorists, there is an implicit understanding 
that any retelling is a version rather than the story. 
There is no urtext, no abstract cultural schema, no 
basically basic story or structure behind these nar-
rations; there is instead an ongoing history of narra-
tives and retellings that is recalled and put to use in 
the present (George, 1996, p. 14; cf. McGann, 
1991; Smith, 1981). To track the wider life of stories 
and their constituent parts beyond particular itera-
tions, folklorists have developed tools such as tale-
type indexes and motif indexes. At the same time, 
attention to performance has shown how stories 
emerge within the parameters of particular contexts 
rather than as perfect forms that float above social 
life. Such attention to the surfacing of versions in 
performance can be applied to life histories. So, for 
example, Laurel Kendall was able to record multiple 
versions of the stories that Yongsu’s mother, a 
Korean shaman, dramatically retold to Kendall, 
neighbors, and clients to make varied points about 
gender, the power of gods, the dangers of lapses in 
ritual, and so on (Kendall, 1988). George (1978; 
Titon & George, 1978) did much the same thing in 
his study of conversion narratives. He recorded 
Pastor John Sherfey retelling the story of his conver-
sion nine times—three times in the context of inter-
views (which Sherfey regarded as testimonies) and 
six times in the context of preaching and chanting of 
improvised sermons. The differences between the 
versions reflected Sherfey’s pragmatic rhetorical 
strategies for each situation, from conversations with 
relative strangers to sermons before a familiar audi-
ence of weekly churchgoers and to the sinners 
attending a tent revival.

We also would suggest that moving beyond one 
life story to compare several related life stories may 
bring narrative forms and their transgressions into 
clearer focus. This method of juxtaposing life stories 
was pioneered by Oscar Lewis (1961) in his work 
with a poor Mexican family, where each family 
member recounted his or her own stories, revealing 
multifaceted, cross-cutting, and even diverging per-
spectives on the same episodes. This method has also 
been used in other life histories (see Mintz 1960/1974; 
Viramma & Racine, 1997) to reveal how positioned 
perspectives and gendered conventions pervade the 
shaping of life stories.
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To summarize, then, we would like to emphasize 
the value of eliciting several versions of folktales and 
life stories—from the same person through time, and 
from different people—so that one can see how the 
uniqueness of a particular telling emerges within 
larger patterns. Collecting multiple versions of folk 
narratives and life stories and talking to different 
storytellers is vital to understanding how narrative 
traditions are creatively reworked by particular tell-
ers for particular social ends. Also, situating the 
performance of different versions within social inter-
actions reveals the role of storytelling in the exercise 
of power, authority, and identity.

�� Interviews About Stories

Getting a story during an interview still leaves 
unfinished the intellectual work of making sense of 
the story. Engaging interviewees in the interpretive 
process carries great rewards not only for compre-
hending the meanings, motives, and contexts within 
and around stories but also for better understanding 
how interviewees themselves assess the project of 
interviewing.

For folklore scholarship, Alan Dundes (1966) 
termed the move beyond eliciting texts to also com-
prehending indigenous meanings “oral literary criti-
cism.” Affirming the theoretical and methodological 
value of this method, Narayan (1995) also argued 
for eliciting generalized commentaries on a genre of 
folklore to supplement talk about particular texts. So 
if people might find it too revealing to explain why 
they tell a particular story, one can elicit valuable 
insights by asking about why people more generally 
tell stories and what kinds of meanings certain sorts 
of stories might carry.

Narayan (1997) sought to put this method to 
work through a collaboration with “Urmilaji” 
(Urmila Devi Sood), the wise woman we met earlier. 
After hearing Urmilaji’s tales, Narayan transcribed 
them, thought about them, and came back to talk 
more—about texts in particular and what meanings 
they held and about storytelling in general. Sometimes 
her questions mystified Urmilaji, and at other times, 
Urmilaji expounded implicit meanings in the tales, 
self-evident to most Kangra people but perplexing to 
Narayan: for example, that characters so often, at 
the end of stories, dropped dead from shame because 
exposure had compromised their honor. Speaking 

with Urmilaji about her stories, Narayan also came 
to understand how stories can be associated with 
particular prior tellers, keeping their wisdom and 
influence alive. Urmilaji, for example, loved many of 
these tales because they had been gifts, lovingly 
imparted, by her father and aunt-in-law.

Talking to people about stories is a chance to learn 
how the stories work interpersonally and psycho-
logically. Keith Basso has explored how, among the 
Western Apache, historical tales bearing moral points 
are associated with various sites in the landscape. A 
place called “Trail Goes Down Between Two Hills,” 
for example, is associated with a story about lascivi-
ous Old Man Owl and how he was tricked by two 
beautiful girls; telling this story might comment on 
how someone’s behavior involves uncurbed appe-
tites and so is laughable and offensive (Basso, 1996, 
pp. 113–120). By telling a story instead of speaking 
directly, a critique is implied rather than directly 
stated. The moral points carried within stories 
become embodied within the geographical land-
scape, reminding people of occasions when places 
have been pointed out to them. As Nick Thompson, 
a spirited elderly Apache, explained to Basso (1996), 
stories “go to work on your mind and make you 
think about your life” (p. 58). Using the metaphor of 
hunting for the aiming of stories at an appropriate 
quarry, Thompson went on to describe how, when 
people acted inappropriately, someone would go 
hunting for them.

So someone stalks you and tells a story about 
what happened long ago. It doesn’t matter if 
other people are around—you’re going to know 
that he’s aiming that story at you. All of a sudden 
it hits you! It’s like an arrow, they say. Sometimes 
it just bounces off—it’s too soft and you don’t 
think about anything. But when it’s strong it goes 
in deep and starts working on your mind right 
away. No one says anything to you, only that story 
is all, but now you know that people have been 
watching you and talking about you. They don’t 
like how you’ve been acting. So you have to think 
about your life. (pp. 58–59)

The messages, then, are reinforced by place: 
“You’re going to see the place where it happened, 
maybe every day if it’s nearby. . . . If you don’t see 
it, you’re going to hear its name and see it in your 
mind” (Basso, 1996, p. 59). Even when the original 
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storytellers die, places continue to stalk the person, 
reminding him or her how to live right. In this con-
ception of storytelling, then, a good story pierces 
deep and transforms a person from inside even 
while its effects are continually reinforced by the 
outer landscape.

In some societies, much of the power of stories 
lies in internalizing and embodying them—a “living 
myth,” as Young (1983) memorably puts it. Thus, 
inviting someone to stand aside to extract explicit 
meaning, without a cultural frame of reference, may 
indeed be annoying. As Elsie Mather, a Yup’ik 
teacher, forcefully wrote to Phyllis Morrow (1995) 
when the question of explication came up in the 
course of their collaboration in documenting Yup’ik 
oral traditions,

Why do people want to reduce traditional stories 
to information, to some function? Isn’t it enough 
that we hear and read them? They cause us to 
wonder about things, and sometimes they touch 
us briefly along the way, or we connect the infor-
mation or idea into something we are doing at the 
moment. This is what the old people say a lot. 
They tell us to listen even when we don’t under-
stand, that later on we will make some meaning 
or that something that we had listened to before 
will touch us in some way. Understanding and 
knowing occur over one’s lifetime. . . .

Why would I want to spoil the repetition and 
telling of stories with questions? Why would I 
want to know what they mean? (p. 33)

Like Nick Thompson, Morrow reminds us how 
stories live in ongoing reverberations through lived 
practices, not just in analytic reflection. Asking peo-
ple for meaning isolated from particular contexts of 
retelling or remembering may appear to fix meaning 
in inappropriate ways. As Margaret Mills (1991) 
found in her research in Afghanistan, storytellers 
may actually thrive on the ambiguity of storytelling 
and the intertextual relations between stories, as it 
allows them to make sly commentaries on the socio-
political world beyond the stories.

The analytic stance that breaks up stories may be 
perceived as dangerous for other reasons too. In a 
dramatic example of the dangers of researching sto-
ries without being cognizant of their social role or 
power, Barre Toelken has traced different moments 
of “enlightenment” in his long-term research on 

Navajo Coyote tales. With growing understanding of 
these Coyote tales, he was told that these were not 
just entertainment for winter months but were also 
used in Navajo healing ceremonies. When Toelken 
discussed the use of these tales with an elderly Navajo 
singer one night, the singer asked, “Are you ready to 
lose someone in your family?” Baffled, Toelken asked 
him to explain. This was the cost of taking up witch-
craft, the singer told him. Toelken had been unaware 
that because of the sorts of questions he asked, he 
was thought to have an interest in witchcraft, with 
potentially malevolent repercussions for everyone 
around him. As Toelken (1996) writes,

For just as the tales themselves in their narration 
are normally used to create a harmonious world 
in which to live, and just as elliptical references to 
the tales can be used within rituals to clarify and 
enhance the healing processes, so the tales can be 
dismembered and used outside the proper ritual 
arena by witches to promote disharmony and to 
thwart the healing processes. In discussing parts 
and motifs separately, by dealing with them as 
interesting ideas which might lead me to discover-
ies of my own, I had been doing something like 
taking all the powerful medicines to be found in 
all the doctors’ offices in the land and dumping 
them by the bucketload out of a low-flying chop-
per over downtown Los Angeles. (p. 11)

Asking for help with interpretations, then, is like 
walking a razor’s edge: By asking, one runs the dan-
ger of making severe cultural faux pas, like Toelken, 
while by not asking, one risks attributing one’s own 
interpretative frames to subjects. The same dangers 
hold for both folk narrative and personal narrative, 
though with personal narrative people may be even 
more sensitive to interpretations made without con-
sulting them.

A powerful example of the conflict that can arise 
when informants do not share the interpretations 
with their interviewers is described in an essay by 
Katherine Borland (1991). Borland interviewed her 
grandmother Beatrice Hanson about events that had 
taken place in 1944, when Beatrice attended a horse 
race and bet against the wishes of her father. Borland 
then wrote a student essay in which she interpreted 
her grandmother’s actions as enacting a female 
struggle for autonomy and, thus, as being feminist. 
Yet her grandmother, after reading the essay, wrote a 
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14-page letter in which she pointedly objected to her 
feminist granddaughter’s interpretation:

So your interpretation of the story as a female 
struggle for autonomy within a hostile male envi-
ronment is entirely YOUR interpretation. You’ve 
read into the story what you wished to—what 
pleases YOU. That it was never—by any wildest 
stretch of the imagination—the concern of the 
originator of the story makes such an interpreta-
tion a definite and complete distortion, and in this 
respect I question its authenticity. The story is no 
longer MY story at all. The skeleton remains, but 
it has become your story. Right? How far is it 
permissible to go in the name of folklore [or 
scholarship generally] and still be honest in 
respect to the original narrative? (Borland, 1991)

This disagreement resulted in a dialogue where 
both grandmother and granddaughter explained 
the assumptions they were working from and the 
different associations they brought to the term 
feminist. In the process of this conflict and the 
ensuing discussion, each woman stretched to under-
stand the other’s position, and each was educated 
in the process.

Indeed, feminist work on life stories has been at 
the forefront of exploring issues of possible reciproc-
ity amid the hierarchical imbalances of interviews 
and their outcomes (cf. Gluck & Patai, 1991; 
Personal Narratives Group, 1989). The sociologist 
Ann Oakley (1981), for example, long ago advo-
cated replacing a distanced interviewing technique 
that seeks to deflect questions aimed at the inter-
viewer with “a different role, that could be termed 
‘no intimacy without reciprocity,’” especially for in-
depth interviewing through time. She writes, “This 
involves being sensitive not only to those questions 
that are asked (by either party) but to those that are 
not asked. The interviewee’s definition of the inter-
view is important” (p. 49). Elaine Lawless (1991) has 
worked out a system of “reciprocal ethnography” 
when eliciting the life stories of Pentecostal women 
ministers: Even as she sought to interpret their per-
sonal narratives, she allowed the women ministers to 
critique and reflect on her ethnographic practices. 
Such openness to the perspectives of the people 
interviewed can radically reframe the scholarly proj-
ect, enhancing accountability to the contradictions 
and inequalities of the real world.

�� The Lives of Interviews: 
Further Reflections

Before bringing this chapter to a close, we want to 
remind readers that interviews take place in the daily 
flow of life. Although some issues and methodolo-
gies may call for structured, formal interviews that 
take interview subjects momentarily away from their 
everyday circumstances, most of what we learn as 
ethnographers takes place in the intersubjective flow 
of what Renato Rosaldo (1989) calls “observant par-
ticipation.” This includes interviews that, in our 
experience, unfold as brief informal exchanges 
embedded in long conversations, the routines of 
daily life, and the deepening bonds of collaborative 
friendships.

Kenneth George began working with the 
Indonesian painter Abdul Djalil Pirous in 1994 to 
study the rise of Islamic art and culture in that coun-
try. In their first months together, they would sit 
down for “interview” evenings—usually with 
Pirous’s wife or children listening in—to record the 
artist’s stories of his life and career up to that time. 
These storytelling sessions became a bond between 
them, such that Pirous invited George to help him 
with his 2002 retrospective show at Jakarta’s 
National Gallery and to write his biography for the 
event. Working shoulder to shoulder with the artist 
gave George many occasions to ask about Pirous’s 
signature Qur’anic paintings, paintings that the artist 
calls his “spiritual notes” (catatan spiritual). For 
example, George recounts a conversation as he 
helped Pirous move a particular Qur’anic painting 
he had just completed for a client:

As we eased the ungainly painting off the work 
table, around a cabinet, and into another room, I 
asked how he came up with the verse for the 
painting. The client, Pirous began to explain, had 
come to him the year before saying, “Pirous, you 
are like a father to me. I want a painting with a 
lesson in it. I will hang it somewhere in my house 
where it will keep me company when I am old.” 
So Pirous had the burden of selecting a passage 
from the Qur’an that would speak to the client. 
We leaned the canvas against a pillar, and then my 
friend took out an Indonesian edition of the 
Qur’an to read to me the verses featured in the 
painting. They were from QS 17, Bani Isra’il, 
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verses 35–7. . . . The passages were an admoni-
tion to the client. “It is a reminder to seek knowl-
edge (berilmu), do good deeds (beramal), and to 
be humble (merunduk),” [said Pirous], “If he 
doesn’t like it and doesn’t want it, that’s okay, so 
what? I will keep it, I like it a lot.”

We stepped back and, standing side by side, 
looked over the painting some more. “So, do you 
think he’ll like it?” I asked after a few moments. 
Pirous turned to me, shrugging. “You know, you 
grasp a painting as a whole,” he replied, “In a 
single moment you either like it or you don’t. It 
doesn’t need time. But for the verse here, you 
need time for that, for reflection. That’s why I say 
there is aesthetic pleasure and ethical fulfillment 
in my paintings.” (George, 2010, pp. 99–100)

In a sense, George’s long-standing friendship with 
the artist is an ongoing “interview” or “conversation” 
through which he learns not just about Qur’anic 
verse but about ways in which stories help turn paint-
ings into meaningful and companionable objects.

In that same project, George also compared his 
interview materials about Pirous’s first exploration 
of Qur’anic art in 1971 with published interviews 
the artist had granted to art historians, journalists, 
and others scholars. Scouring through newspapers, 
exhibit brochures, and clippings, George did not 
come across a public account of Pirous’s “conver-
sion” to Islamic aesthetics published before 1985. By 
the early 1990s, it is a polished and well-rehearsed 
story. This suggests that it took over a decade for the 
story to take settled form as part of the artist’s 
broader life story and career history. Although the 
story earns a place in George’s research, it is also 
fundamental to the art market’s need for publicity 
and painterly reputations.

Narayan’s interest in the ways folk narrative and 
personal narrative interweave led her toward family 
stories. For years, she has written down or taped key 
versions of family stories from her Indian relatives: 
informal interviews that serve as an affirmation of 
shared identity and that she has drawn on both for 
scholarly essay (Narayan, 2007a) and by implicitly 
embedding insights on interactional dynamics within 
a book-length family memoir (Narayan, 2007b).

We have found that a lot can be learned not just 
from looking at the work of others but also from 
looking back at one’s own interview practices, 
whether this involves listening again to tapes or 

studying transcripts. Most immediately, such a review 
can help a researcher frame questions about stories 
already recorded and so more self-consciously engage 
interviewees in an unfolding interpretive process. 
More generally, encountering one’s own shortcom-
ings can be very instructive for future practice. For 
example, interviewers may find moments when they 
have asked questions that elicit “yes” or “no” 
answers instead of stories, moments when they have 
interrupted, moments when they have radically mis-
understood what someone was trying to say and 
taken an interview off on a new tangent, and so on. 
Bruce Jackson (1987) possibly summarizes what 
many of us feel on transcribing our own tapes when 
he says, “The most important thing I learned was 
that I talked too much” (p. 81). Revisiting interviews 
across time, themes that one might have previously 
ignored might emerge; Narayan (2009), for exam-
ple, found on listening again to tapes and looking 
through notes many years after she had written 
about a Hindu guru’s storytelling as a form of reli-
gious teaching that all along he had also been giving 
her recipes and instructions for cooking.

The mortifying process of looking back at inter-
views leads one to forgive oneself, to make the best of 
what has been done, and to look ahead to the next 
interview or publication. In querying one’s own inter-
view practices, it is useful to recall the poet Rilke’s 
(1984) stricture to “Live the questions” (p. 34) rather 
than expect fixed and certain answers.

�� Conclusions

The interest in “getting stories” has an institutional 
backdrop and a place within broader fields of every-
day inquiry. As we stated in opening, it is not just 
scholars who want to obtain stories but the police, 
medical and psychiatric diagnosticians, journalists, 
refugee agencies, shamans, social workers, state and 
corporate bureaucracies, courts, and human rights 
organizations too. Interview narratives have been put 
to use not just by anthropologists or folklorists but 
also by colonizers seeking to comprehend “the native 
mind,” nationalists wanting to mobilize support 
around an imagined “spirit of the people,” and those 
promoting regional and state articulations of identity.

The distinction between “personal” and “folk” nar-
rative, we have argued, is often blurred in practice, 
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and so cross-fertilizing methodologies and theories 
usually associated with one body of stories or the 
other may be a source of creative insight. We have 
emphasized the need to follow other people’s own 
conceptions of stories: as speech genres and as inter-
personal, politically charged transactions with a life 
outside an interview context. Paying attention to the 
kinds of people who are storytellers, the kinds of sto-
ries appropriate to tell with social location, transfor-
mations in the kinds of stories told, and the shifting 
multiplicity of versions enhances appreciation for the 
specificity of stories that emerge within interviews.

In addition to gathering stories in interviews, we 
have underscored the value of talking about stories 
with both the storytellers and listeners. Being sensitive 
to indigenous conceptions of the meaning and psy-
chological impact of stories can bring our own inter-
pretive biases to light, to be transformed in constructive 
dialogues. Sometimes, cultural sensitivity may require 
holding back on analytic questions that carve up sto-
ries into constituent elements, cutting them away 
from the ongoing flow of lived experience.

Finally, we have argued for the ongoing fruits of 
critically examining interview tapes or transcripts, 
thus learning to ask and to listen with greater skill. 
Often, being a good interviewer for stories involves 
not just asking the right questions but sympatheti-
cally listening and holding questions back so that the 
person being interviewed can shape stories in his or 
her own way. Equally, being a good interviewer may 
involve responding to questions from an interviewee 
and so entering into a reciprocal exchange.

Telling and listening to stories is at the heart of 
social and cultural life. Much of what we understand 
as personhood, identity, intimacy, secrecy, experi-
ence, belief, history, and common sense turns on the 
exchange of stories between people. In receiving 
stories from people, we are often receiving gifts of 
self. It is incumbent on us to handle these gifts with 
respect as we pass them onward in our scholarly 
productions.
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No body, no voice; no voice, no body. 
That’s what I know in my bones.

Mairs (1997, p. 305)

W e begin with the body. Although 
some researchers remain uncon-
scious of it, embodiment is an inte-

gral part of the interview process—from 
preparation, throughout the interview, to data 
analysis and choices about representation of find-
ings. For example, we select participants for an 
interview often based on physical characteristics 
(e.g., race, gender, age) and/or bodily experiences 
(e.g., living with multiple sclerosis, birthing a 
baby). In the face-to-face interview, bodies encoun-
ter each other as warm, tangible, messy, material 
manifestations of our selves; bodies do not wait 
quietly outside the room while our “real” self is 
interviewed by the disembodied, questioning mind 
of another. When we analyze interview data, we 
engage in reflections on how the researcher’s 

embodied experiences are similar to and different 
from those of our respondents and how that 
affects meaning making. Even representation is an 
embodied act. We write or type (or draw, paint, or 
photograph) and discover new meanings even as 
we engage in the act of moving fingers across the 
page or equipment. Interview researchers must 
reject the mind/body split and embrace our par-
ticipants and ourselves as whole persons who are 
bodies, not who have bodies. The body is not a 
subsidiary of the self but is intricately woven 
throughout all facets of the self—not deterministi-
cally but powerfully.

This chapter explores interview research as an 
embodied communicative process. Research across 
the social sciences, education, health sciences, and 
human services continues to probe important top-
ics and produce valuable findings that have an 
impact directly on the quality of people’s lives. We 
have the capacity to do tremendous good in the 
world. I contend that an awareness of and active 
engagement with issues of embodiment enhance 

◆ ◆ Laura L. Ellingson
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our capacity as researchers to design and produce 
high-quality research and to share our findings 
widely with practitioners, professional organizations, 
community members, and scholars across a wide 
array of disciplines.

This chapter is organized to first explore how the 
legacy of the mind/body split pervades the social-
scientific research enterprise, including, of course, 
studies based on interview data, followed by the role 
of embodiment in preparation for and conducting 
interviews and then during data analysis and repre-
sentation. Finally, I offer specific suggestions for 
consciously embodying our research processes and 
products. I note that my attention throughout this 
chapter focuses primarily on the dynamics of face-to-
face interviewing. However, most of the theory, 
application, and strategies articulated here have rel-
evance to any type of interviewing, including phone 
interviewing and Internet interviewing.

Before continuing, I also want to take a moment 
to position myself as the embodied author of this 
chapter. I write from the position of a midcareer 
feminist, qualitative researcher with joint academic 
appointments (and graduate degrees) in the fields of 
Communication Studies and Women’s & Gender 
Studies. My two primary areas of study include 
interdisciplinary teamwork in clinics and communi-
cation within extended and chosen family networks, 
particularly as it relates to aunts’ relationships with 
nieces and nephews. Thus, my body/self has spent a 
lot of time with (the bodies of) health care workers, 
patients, and members of extended and chosen 
families. Feminist theory and methods and a focus 
on gendered discourse shape my research pro-
cesses, including the ways in which I prepare for, 
co-construct, analyze, and represent interview 
research. Moreover, I am a female body who benefits 
from white, heterosexual, and middle-class privi-
leges (among others) as they intersect with the mar-
ginalization of people with disabilities. I am a cancer 
survivor with my right leg amputated above the 
knee, and I rely on a computerized leg prosthesis for 
daily mobility. My troublesome body demands con-
tinual attention and makes it impossible to ignore 
the ways in which embodiment necessarily affects 
my research processes, relationships with partici-
pants, and perspectives on knowledge construction 
(Ellingson, 1998, 2005, 2006). Yet my body is not 
unique in its relevance; all researchers’ bodies play 
important roles in producing interview research. 

This chapter illuminates some possibilities for engag-
ing our embodiment to deepen our understanding of 
the topics we research, the interview processes in 
which we engage, and the intersections thereof.

�� The Mind/Body Split and the Erasure 
of Bodies in Research

The privileging of the mind over the body is deeply 
engrained in Western cultures and hence within con-
ventional research methodologies. The mind/body 
separation posits “a clear division between mind, 
equated with self, experienced as proactive and 
unthreatening, and body, experienced as potentially 
troublesome” (Marshall, 1999, p. 71). Rationality 
dictates that the (higher) mind-self should seek to 
control its body-property, preferably to the point of 
rendering it absent or at least irrelevant. Further-
more, Western cultures traditionally associate “male” 
or “masculine” with the mind and knowledge pro-
duction and “female” or “feminine” with the body 
and the subjectivity of emotion (e.g., du Pre, 2009). 
Such a mind/body split renders bodily knowledge 
oxymoronic; indeed, “it is as if ‘facts’ come out of our 
heads, and ‘fictions’ out of our bodies” (Simmonds, 
1999, p. 52).

An alternative feminist epistemological perspec-
tive bridges and blurs the boundary between the 
mind and body: “We do not have bodies, we are our 
bodies” (Trinh, 1999, p. 258). We encounter the 
world through our bodies and engage in some forms 
of preconceptual learning through our interactions 
with others by using our senses—this is literally 
“sense making” (Barnacle, 2009).

As animals we have bodies connected to the natu-
ral world, such that our consciousness and ratio-
nality are tied to our bodily orientations and 
interactions in and with our environment. Our 
embodiment is central to who we are, to what 
meaning is, and to our ability to draw rational 
inferences and to be creative. (Johnson, 1987, 
p. xxxviii)

In this epistemology, “instead of the body being 
positioned as a bar to knowledge, knowledge is pro-
duced through the body and embodied ways of being 
in the world” (Price & Shildrick, 1999, p. 19). 
Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s work, Barnacle (2009) 
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suggests that we are “body-subjects” whose embod-
ied senses provides the basis for us to learn cultural 
rules and norms, which we internalize, forming the 
basis for formal learning: “Not only are formal and 
embodied knowing integrated but the former is 
dependent upon the latter” (p. 30). Thus, “any ade-
quate account of meaning and rationality must give 
a central place to embodied and imaginative struc-
tures of understanding by which we grasp our 
world” (Johnson, 1987, p. xiii).

Furthermore, beliefs about the relationship 
between the mind and body point to a fundamental 
tension surrounding what one means when one 
speaks of “the body.” On the one hand, philosophers 
and scholars construct a notion of the body as a 
material entity whose potential meanings are consti-
tuted and circumscribed by culture(s) through par-
ticular discursive systems that privilege certain sets 
of norms and values (e.g., those of biomedicine, 
global capitalism, the U.S. prison industrial complex, 
or religious doctrines) (Gergen, 1994). On the other 
hand, bodies can also be understood as containing 
our essential qualities (e.g., emotions, gut instincts, 
physical characteristics) and material being. That is, 
cultural meanings certainly vary and have dramatic 
impact on how we come to interpret bodies, but we 
cannot completely disassociate such meanings from 
the concrete, physical reality of the body as a lived 
entity (e.g., Marshall, 1999).

Moreover, “the body” becomes an impossibility 
when researchers seriously consider embodiment 
within knowledge production. Instead, bodies must 
be taken seriously as multiple, diverse, and situated. 
Bodies are never neutral but rather are “maps of the 
relation between power and identity” (Rose, 1999, 
p. 361) that cannot be separated from the politics of 
knowledge production (e.g., Davis, 1990). The sin-
gular body privileges those bodies on whom the sta-
tus quo confers the most privilege—white, male, 
heterosexual, affluent, Western, able-bodied—by 
generalizing the experiences of the elite as normative 
and also as the ideal against which nonwhite, female, 
LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and 
queer), poor, Third World, and disabled bodies will 
inevitably be found wanting (Minow, 1990). Unequal 
power distribution becomes evident when we con-
sider bodies in interviews, and “we are forced to take 
account of the ways in which our own bodies and the 
bodies of our participants are inscribed with power” 
(Del Busso, 2007, p. 313).

And yet we tend to conduct and represent 
research as though knowledge were produced with-
out unruly bodies involved. The performance of 
“disembodied researcher” has been repeated for so 
long that it functions as a set of naturalized norms 
that privilege a masculinist rationality as the only 
legitimate form of knowledge, accorded only to 
those with sufficient social privilege to deny their 
feminine unruliness. Leaving (our own and others’) 
bodies unmarked in our reports and other represen-
tations is the privilege of the powerful. Research 
accounts largely reflect social science norms that 
frame the researcher’s personality, body, and other 
sources of subjectivity as irrelevant. Disembodied 
prose appears to come from nowhere, implying a 
disembodied author (Haraway, 1988). Researchers 
have used the power of academic discourse to define 
their bodies as essentially irrelevant to the produc-
tion of knowledge (Denzin, 1997). Hence, when 
researchers’ bodies remain unmarked in our accounts, 
they reinscribe the power of scholars to speak with-
out reflexive consideration of their positionality. Of 
course, marginalized body markers cannot be denied 
by less powerful researcher-bodies who do not have 
the privilege of disowning their unruly physicality; 
scholars with queer, disabled, nonwhite, and other-
wise marked bodies encounter resistance to their 
claims of disembodied prose and the privilege of 
objectivity (e.g., Brown & Boardman, 2010; Sharma, 
Reimer-Kirkham, & Cochrane, 2009; Simmonds, 
1999). Likewise, often we render our participants’ 
embodied experiences marginal to our research find-
ings or else unproblematically offer their bodies up 
as evidence by failing to problematize them at all, 
thus essentializing bodily markers such as race, gen-
der, or sexual orientation as constitutive of meanings 
about members of a marginalized group.

At the same time, we must not simply invert the 
hierarchy to privilege the body to the exclusion of 
the mind, thus reinforcing the dichotomy between 
emotional/imaginative and rational logics.

In seeking to re-engage body-mind relations it is 
important not to lose sight of why the body 
was considered a problem in the first place, par-
ticularly if we are to avoid merely reversing 
established hierarchies. . . . [We need] a way of 
re-thinking body-mind relations that complicates 
rather than erases demarcation between the two. 
(Barnacle, 2009, p. 28)
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Cartesian and Kantian reasoning reinforces 
dichotomies that “have made it extremely difficult to 
find a place in our views of human meaning and 
rationality for structures of imagination” that would 
help us think more holistically about the limits of 
emotional responses and the misuses of rational log-
ics (Johnson, 1987, p. xxix).

�� Embodiment as a Focus of Inquiry

Feminist and other critical attention to the role of 
embodiment in research processes has led to and 
paralleled interest in the varieties of embodiment as 
a topic of inquiry throughout the social sciences, 
medical and health fields, social services, and educa-
tion. That is, researchers explore through interviews 
(and other methods) people’s lived experiences of 
their bodies and the meanings they engender for 
themselves and (with) others, in terms of individual 
and group identity and within specific contexts. 
Ironically, most of the studies have followed tradi-
tional research report–writing conventions, generat-
ing texts that are embodied only to the extent that 
the representative quotes offered as evidence of pat-
terns reference the body (unless it is an autoethno-
graphic exploration of embodiment). That is, rarely 
is the body represented using evocative, narrative 
genres or other media (e.g., photographs) that would 
enhance an embodied representation of an explora-
tion of embodiment. Topics explored include 
embodiment of whiteness and hegemonic masculin-
ity through alcohol consumption among college-age 
males (Peralta, 2007); embodiment during childbirth 
as it reflects, resists, and negotiates between bio-
medical and natural birth discourses (Walsh, 2010); 
the paradoxical experience of embodiment by 
women with physical disabilities as both invisible 
and yet rendered highly visible (as different) (Zitzels-
berger, 2005); the embodiment of prosthetic limbs 
among “successful” prosthetic users (i.e., those for 
whom using a prosthesis is part of their daily way of 
being in the world) (Murray, 2004); the gendered, 
sexualized, and ethnic embodiment of Latin musi-
cians performing salsa music in a dance club (Román-
Velázquez, 1999; for a fascinating, broader explana-
tion of the physical and sensory embodiment of 
music, see Evans, 2010); older women’s embodi-
ment, especially as it relates to socioeconomic class 
(Dumas, Laberge, & Straka, 2005); beliefs about 

embodiment and brain stem death among family 
members making decisions to donate organs of their 
loved one (Haddow, 2005); the gendered embodi-
ment of male-to-female transsexuals as they engage 
in “bodywork” to retrain, redecorate, and reshape 
their bodies (Schrock, Reid, & Boyd, 2005); the 
intersection of racial and cultural identities with gen-
dered embodiment among “gender-liminal” (third 
sex, transgender, and transsexual) people belonging 
to cultures indigenous to the South Pacific (Roen, 
2001); and the gendered nature of marking on bod-
ies through tattoos, piercings, and “self-injury” or 
“self-cutting” (Inckle, 2007).

Embodiment is thus both a topic of inquiry and a 
means of framing inquiry. I now turn to embodied 
practices for interviewing.

�� Embodiment in the Interview

Interaction creates meaning (Blumer, 1954). The 
nature of embodied cognition extends to the phe-
nomenology of human interpersonal communica-
tion: “Intersubjective interaction is the cognition and 
affectively charged experience of self and other. Our 
bodily structure and sensorimotor skills ground our 
ability to make sense of the other, and vice versa” 
(Colombetti & Thompson, 2008, p. 57).

The play of understanding between self and other 
arises out of an ongoing creative tension between 
what is familiar and what is unfamiliar, between 
self and other, between the known and the fresh 
textures of the unknown, between the existing 
framework of understanding that one brings, and 
the new and context-specific “reality that sur-
passes” such a brought framework (Gadamer, 
1989, p. 109) and between general understand-
ings from the past and the different understandings 
that come by being present to the otherness of 
“that” as it lives. (Todres, 2008, p. 1570)

Nonverbal signals such as tone of voice, rate of 
speech, and eye contact are rooted in the body; inter-
viewer and interviewee adjust their communication 
in the moment in response to those cues. Indeed, 
research shows that 90% of meaning is nonverbal 
and that when verbal and nonverbal signals contra-
dict, people almost always believe the nonverbal 
(i.e., embodied signals) (Adler & Towne, 2005).
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Holstein and Gubrium (1995) suggested that 
researchers consider interviews to be active: that is, 
activities in which two participants generate mean-
ings within the encounter, through verbal and nonver-
bal communication, less a data collection than a 
co-construction. In this way, the active interviewer 
can be understood to “virtually activat[e] narrative 
production” (Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, p. 123) by 
the interviewee with questions, signals, and so on. 
This includes the body as two active parties—both 
with agency—that interact in a site of knowledge 
construction, not only of information transmission, 
as is traditionally framed, with respondents as “ves-
sels” from whom researchers obtain answers (see 
also Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). An exemplar of a 
researcher who indicates awareness of the encounter 
in which meaning is actively generated may be found 
in Pollock’s (1999) interview study of women’s birth 
narratives as she describes one of her participants’ 
embodied affect:

In whispered, halting tones—checking repeatedly 
to make sure no one overheard our arrangements— 
she asked to meet at my house rather than at her 
own or at some more public place. In her choice 
of setting and in the distance she maintained once 
there, Margaret seemed literally to be guarding 
her stories from intrusion. . . . Margaret sat on 
the living room chair, at a long arm’s reach from 
the muffins and tea on the coffee table, at once 
trembling with anxiety and anger and practically 
daring me to cross the two or three feet between 
us. I remember especially how she left: she slid 
past me, out the door. . . . Margaret walked down 
the front path and away, her chin cocked—in 
embarrassment? indignation? pride?—taking her 
story with her. (p. 28)

Later, she describes a key moment in the inter-
view: “She inched forward in her seat, leaning 
toward me—her face so bright now she seemed to 
have caught a spotlight—and began nervously, then 
fervently, to tell a third story” (Pollock, 1999, p. 28).

Del Busso (2007) pointed out that bodies com-
municate, sometimes in ways we do not intend as 
researchers, as our bodily signifiers—such as bodily 
grooming and clothing—are interpreted by our par-
ticipants: “I felt that my body had spoken directly or 
indirectly to the women who took part in the 
research in ways that were incompatible with my 

feminist identity” (p. 311); her participant did not 
think she “looked” like a feminist because she was 
“too feminine” in appearance.

A full exploration of mediated interviewing via 
phone (see Shuy, 2002) or the Internet (see Mann & 
Stewart, 2002) is beyond the purview of this chapter. 
However, it is vital to understand that while inter-
views may appear to be disembodied by technology, 
researcher and participant bodies do not disappear or 
become irrelevant; they remain present and impli-
cated in complex ways. First, bodily signals are 
inferred: emotions signified with signs such as emoti-
cons, all caps, and punctuation via Internet or facial 
expressions assumed to align with the tone of voice 
on a phone call. Second, research suggests that peo-
ple are assumed to conform to some linguistic stereo-
types that are inferred, such as masculine and 
feminine styles of voice or written language (Colley 
& Todd, 2002) and racial structures reproduced 
online (Lovink, 2005). Finally, very strong and not 
necessarily accurate impressions of bodies are pro-
duced from different combinations of computer-
mediated communication cues (Jacobson, 1999; 
Tanis & Postmes, 2003). In addition, as examined 
further in the section on representation, typing on a 
computer for e-mail or online chatting is a physical 
act, one that invokes mental processes that relate to 
and differ from those that arise from oral storytelling.

In the next section, I will explore the ways in 
which embodiment plays a critical role in analyses of 
interview data.

�� Embodiment in Data Analysis

TRANSCRIPTION

Researchers typically audiotape and then tran-
scribe in-person interviews. Far from a neutral act of 
transferring words from a tape to a page as tradition-
ally framed, transcription is an act of translation 
between two vastly different media. Stripped of most 
nonverbal interaction cues and with no descriptions 
of the participants or setting, standard transcriptions 
of research interviews focus on accurately represent-
ing spoken language, placing rhetorical emphasis on 
the verbal content while ignoring the differences 
between oral and written speech. Mishler (1991) 
argued that moving from oral to written speech 
involves not accurate dictation but translation; just 
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as moving ideas from one language to another may 
make it impossible to express many ideas literally, 
writing down oral speech renders it a different entity 
altogether. People do not process oral speech the 
same way we read it; we encounter and make sense 
of language in vastly different ways depending on 
which organs of the body take in the cues. Thus, 
Mishler critiques accuracy as a naive standard for 
evaluating transcription; retaining the actual dia-
logue in written form does not convey the truth of 
what happened in the (oral) moment. The rhetorical 
choices inherent in transcription typically erase bod-
ies completely, leaving only words and sometimes 
series of cryptic marks that reflect conversation-
analytic codes intelligible only to those trained in the 
techniques and not at all equivalent to the nonverbal 
cues for which they stand.

Indeed, Mishler argues that transcription is part 
of data analysis, since the decisions we make about 
how to represent the interactions on the page 
already frame our desired findings by structuring the 
discourse on the page in ways that reinforce the 
assumptions we bring to the research and our antici-
pated findings. Analysis of words with no attention 
to bodies leaves out essential aspects of the story: 
“Methods of reflexivity and analysis that focus solely 
on participants’ verbal accounts cannot fully grasp 
the conditions through which the resulting knowl-
edge is produced” (Del Busso, 2007, p. 313). Yet 
bodies lurk in the background of the disembodied 
transcripts. Transcript excerpts of participants’ 
speech beg an infinite number of questions about, 
among other things, the setting in which the interac-
tion took place, the appearance of the people and 
their positions vis-à-vis one another in the room, and 
the tone of the discussion. Such accounts obviously 
present only a very partial representation of “what 
happened,” and of course these disembodied 
accounts do not favor all participants equally.

WORKING DATA WITH THE BODY

Interviewing involves embodied practices per-
formed by actors occupying specific standpoints 
within cultures. The researcher’s body—where it is 
positioned, what it looks like, what social groups or 
classifications it is perceived as belonging to, what 
experiences it has had, what its daily routines are—
matters deeply in knowledge formation. Rather than 
apologizing for subjectivity or simply stating one’s 

“biases,” qualitative researchers can endeavor to 
remain conscious of the ways in which data analysis 
implicates the body as the site of knowledge produc-
tion. In the same way that the interaction within the 
interview occurred between (active) bodies, data 
analysis occurs by one or more embodied researchers 
encountering data that also reflect embodied actors 
and their meanings. Speaking of teaching and learn-
ing the skills of critical thinking, Barnacle (2009) 
argued that our “gut feelings” are not merely meta-
phorical but crucial sensations intricately involved in 
sense making:

Being critical, therefore, becomes an aspect of 
how one lives one’s life, and this is not reducible 
to a specific skill set that can be deployed or with-
held at will. A gut, engaged “moodfully” with the 
world, to borrow from Heidegger, offers a better 
model for describing such a phenomenon than a 
conception of mind dominated by a calculating 
brain. (pp. 31–32)

Thus, if we consider data analysis as one manifes-
tation of critical thinking, it follows that we must 
employ our guts as consciously as possible and con-
sider those of our participants as we seek to sort 
through and discern patterns, construct coherent 
categories and typologies, and otherwise (re)assem-
ble data into new forms. Attending to embodiment 
requires “a reflexivity that takes into account much 
more than an acknowledgement of the ways in 
which we ‘affect’ the data collected and how our 
own subject positions are implicated in the analyses 
produced” and instead requires attention to the data 
as encompassing meanings tied to a specific interac-
tion in which specific bodies met each other (Burns, 
2003, p. 230). We need to pay attention to gut 
knowing as we analyze data, and engage in embodied 
sense making/reasoning.

Knowledge grounded in bodily sensations encom-
passes uncertainty, ambiguity, and messiness in every-
day life; it is inherently and unapologetically 
subjective, celebrating—rather than glossing over—
the complexities of knowledge production. At the 
same time, researchers best remember that the gut is 
hardly infallible: “Sensibilities can orient thought in 
ways not necessarily beneficial and can also limit or 
truncate one’s openness to inquiry” (Barnacle, 2009, 
p. 32). Moreover, our understanding of emotions 
and the accompanying physical sensations is subject 
to cultural “feeling rules” into which we are socialized 
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and that we generally invoke without conscious 
reflection (Hochschild, 1983). Thus, our gut feelings 
and other bodily sensations arise as we reread and 
analyze our data—tears, muscle tension, headaches, 
feeling energetic, smiling, trembling—and give us 
clues to meanings embedded in our data (themselves 
a construction of our and our participants’ bodies). 
Such clues are complex and require careful reflection 
and interpretation.

Miller-Day’s (2004) study of relationships among 
adult daughters, mothers, and grandmothers illus-
trates not only the added richness of embodied 
details but also the vital context for meaning that 
such details render (more) intelligible for readers. 
Researchers must attend to “how the interviewer’s 
own embodied subjectivity interacts with that of the 
respondent in the mutual construction of meanings/
bodies” (Burns, 2003, p. 232) to consider the com-
plexities of the meaning making. Describing one of a 
series of interviews, Miller-Day (2004) expresses 
awareness of the bodily connection between herself, 
her participant, and her sense-making processes:

Once, on a cool spring day, Kelly [participant] and 
I were walking together in downtown Elkwood, 
heading for a local pub for a late lunch. The sun 
was bright, but the chill in the air was palpable, so 
I pulled my sweater closer to my body, and Kelly 
placed her arm about me to provide additional 
warmth. As we walked into the pub I felt com-
forted by her presence and part of my comfort, I 
assume, was due to the fact that Kelly was the 
same age as my older sister. I suspect that some 
aspect of my sense-memory was stimulated by this 
“sisterly” hug. (p. 52)

Since this is a study of familial relationships, these 
details are particularly helpful in considering the 
position from which Miller-Day and her participants 
made meaning together.

�� Embodiment in Representation

Conventional reports omit embodiment. Qualitative 
research reports typically were written following 
strictly social-scientific or medical conventions, in 
which the author’s agency is obscured via passive 
voice (e.g., “The data were collected”). Currently, 
they more commonly employ a sanitized “I,” who 
reports having taken actions without describing any 

details of the body through which the actions were 
taken or the embodied being of the participants with 
whom the researcher acted. In addition, qualitative 
researchers may now own up to relevant aspects of 
their identity in brief statements in methods sections 
or footnotes of journal articles; for example, I note 
my identity as a cancer survivor in grounded theory 
analyses of clinical communication because the par-
ticipants responded to my impaired body with ques-
tions and judgments that certainly affected our 
interactions (e.g., Ellingson, 2003). More commonly, 
such epistemological and methodological issues are 
the focus of fascinating essays that are published 
separately from the authoritative research accounts 
in spaces devoted to the development of qualitative 
methodology (e.g., Qualitative Inquiry, the “Piths, 
Pearls, and Provocations” section of Qualitative 
Health Research). Despite the narrative turn that has 
made qualitative research more credible to the social 
science, education, and health communities and 
expanded the options for writing conventions (e.g., 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), research articles, reports, 
and essays continue to omit details of their authors’ 
embodied being as they relate to research processes 
and findings. Autoethnographic accounts and some 
narrative and postmodern ethnography redress these 
omissions (e.g., Minge, 2007; Ronai, 1992, 1995); 
however, the vast majority of such accounts find 
publication in outlets devoted to qualitative and 
interpretive research, segregated from research 
reflecting scientific norms and practices that obscure 
themselves as neutral standards for knowledge  
promoted in mainstream disciplinary journals 
(Ellingson, 2009).

Disembodied writing is intertwined not just with 
academic writing conventions but with language itself. 
Our bodies cannot be understood apart from our lan-
guaging of them. While bodies do of course have 
material being, that materiality cannot be transpar-
ently understood. Instead, the lenses of culture and 
language variously filter all interpretations. Words do 
not spring forth from nowhere; we draw language 
from cultural reference points to construct categories, 
descriptions, and labels (Wittgenstein, 1953). Hence, 
meanings of our bodies and those of our research 
participants are constructed in particular sociohistori-
cal contexts that entail constraints of language 
resources, including absence of language for some 
experiences, feelings, and understandings. “When 
we try to name our bodily experiences, we are always 
involved in a dialogue” (Marshall, 1999, p. 71). 
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We make sense through our bodies and then reach for 
language to express ideas. “In the passage from the 
heard, seen, smelled, tasted, and touched to the told 
and the written, language has taken place” (Trinh, 
1999, p. 263). Once language has taken place, mean-
ing is created, assigned, and even imposed on the 
body, and we need to acknowledge that our languag-
ing of experience and ideas can be thought of neither 
as somehow reporting pure bodily experience nor as 
purely disembodied knowledge. Likewise, audiences 
always jointly construct meanings with researcher/
authors when they read research reports in other, 
equally specific sociohistorical contexts. Language 
conventions also make it difficult to resist the mind/
body spilt that frames the body as the property of the 
self (Trinh, 1999).

Moreover, writing is done with fingers and arms 
and eyes: It is an embodied act, not mental conjuring:

I encourage you to think of writing itself as an 
embodied practice: Come to [your topic] not 
with your mind and ideas, but with your whole 
body—your heart and gut and arms. . . . What 
people don’t realize is that writing is physical. It 
doesn’t have to do with thought alone. It has to 
do with sight, smell, taste, feeling, with every-
thing being alive and activated. . . . You are 
physically engaged with the pen [or keyboard], 
and your hand, connected to your arm, is pour-
ing out the record of your senses. (Goldberg, 
1986, pp. 37, 50)

When we resist the Cartesian mind/body split and 
embrace writing about our interview research as 
something we enact with our whole bodies, not just 
our heads, we more easily recall sensuous details 
and construct more visceral prose and richer 
accounts in other media as well (e.g., Ellingson, 
2011; Hayward & Harter, 2010; Quinlan, 2010; 
Quinlan & Harter, 2010).

In the remainder of this chapter, I turn my atten-
tion to how the body can be more consciously incor-
porated into research practice.

�� Embodying Our Work: Best Practices 
for Interview Research

In this section, I offer strategies for engaging embodi
ment throughout the processes of face-to-face interview 

research: preparation for the interview, the actual inter-
view, data analysis, and choices about representation.

PREPARATION FOR THE INTERVIEW

First, I encourage researchers to learn more 
about embodiment by consulting the many refer-
ences cited in this chapter (for beginners, I particu-
larly recommend Burns, 2003). Designing a 
qualitative study involves both intensive prepara-
tion of a schedule of questions that address varying 
aspects of your research topic and openness to 
working with whatever words, actions, and signals 
participants offer in the moment. Effective impro-
visation, Janesick (2011) argues, is possible only 
when researchers undergo extensive preparation so 
that their immediate responses in the midst of an 
interview (or fieldwork, etc.) remain grounded in 
and guided by what they have learned deeply and 
internalized—ethical standards (e.g., do no harm), 
epistemological stances (e.g., social construction-
ism), political commitments (e.g., feminism), meth-
odological concepts (e.g., rapport), and extant 
research literature. Reading about, reflecting on, 
and collegial discussion concerning embodiment 
will improve researchers’ skills for all phases of 
interview research.

In a related vein, before conducting the first of a 
series of research interviews, researchers may benefit 
from reflecting on how their embodied selves relate 
to the topic and participants. For example, “stretch-
ing exercises” (Janesick, 2011); questions for ethical 
reflection such as those posed by Fine, Weis, Weseen, 
and Wong (2000); and/or “wondering” questions 
(Ellingson, 2009) could all be used to help research-
ers record their own perceptions and reasoning 
about embodiment. Ideally, one will return to these 
questions and reconsider them periodically through-
out the processes of data collection, analysis, and 
representation, as an ongoing dialogue that may 
yield theoretical, pragmatic, or other insights.

Another strategy is to practice awareness of the 
problems of essentializing participants’ body/selves in 
research design. Research questions for interview 
studies typically target people based on traits and/or 
bodily experiences, for example, young, black, single 
fathers (Coles, 2001) or elderly Iranian immigrants 
(Hegland, 2009). Practice awareness of what you are 
doing when you sort bodies into categories and then 
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treat those categories of difference as though they are 
inherent to the body/selves of participants rather than 
socially constructed. Cultural categories such as gen-
der, age, race, class, sexuality, and disability provide a 
useful starting point for exploring the impact of 
people’s bodies on the research opportunities and 
challenges and for questioning taken-for-granted ste-
reotypes, categories, and labels. Strategic essentialism 
involves acting as though the identity category were 
real, even though it cannot be fixed or definitively 
established (Spivak, 1987). But then we may destabi-
lize the very categories we invoked to select partici-
pants by inquiring in the interview as to the meaning 
of these categories for participants. Such identifiers 
or specific experiences are meaningful; just remem-
ber that none of them are essential to who a person 
is; categories of difference form, crumble, and reform 
as political winds shift (Minow, 1990).

Researchers also may interrogate the ways in 
which recruitment was embodied. For example, the 
willingness of strangers to comply with a request for 
an interview or the ease with which one obtained 
access to a private corporation to conduct research 
interviews with employees may relate (in part) to 
potential participants’ perceptions of the researcher 
as similar to them and therefore easier to understand 
and less threatening. Belonging to a different racial 
group from that of potential participants or being 
much older or younger than they are may spark feel-
ings of unease that may make it more challenging to 
recruit participants. On the other hand, demographic 
differences also may be capitalized on—I once used 
the similarity of my age to the likely age of grandchil-
dren of senior (over 70 years of age) oncology 
patients as a basis to begin conversations with seniors 
(Ellingson, 2005). In addition, women not wanting to 
go alone to interview male research participants in 
their homes could lead to sex and gender influences 
on interview data, and so on. Such factors will influ-
ence directly the methods used and the data com-
piled. Instead of dismissing these as peripheral 
concerns, they could be brought into a discussion of 
how research practices reflect, reinscribe, and/or sub-
vert social power structures that shaped and are 
shaped by our bodies and their signifiers.

Finally, as researchers, we should consider our 
own performances of self through a “personal front” 
(Goffman, 1959), including clothing, grooming, and 
artifacts or objects. This is not to say that we are not 
entitled to dress or groom ourselves in ways that 

make us comfortable or that we should perform an 
“inauthentic” self. However, participants do read 
our bodies and respond in both typical and unex-
pected ways. Therefore, we should think carefully 
about how best to adapt ourselves to the circum-
stances of the interview, dressing in business attire to 
interview a CEO, for instance, but a casual outfit for 
interviewing child care workers (see also Annika 
Lillrank’s chapter, “Managing the Interviewer Self,” 
this volume).

DURING THE INTERVIEW: EMBODIMENT 
AS A TOOL FOR ENGAGEMENT

Think with your body. Pay attention to how your 
body responds to your surroundings and to your 
participants’ emotions, body language and gestures, 
and proximity. Draw on all your senses. Rather than 
simply noting what the room looked like, describe 
the overchilled office building air or the scent of 
crayons that clings to preschool children or the 
squishy feel of the shag carpet lining a participant’s 
living room. If you share a meal with a participant, 
savor the spicy sauce or the deep chocolate dessert 
with smell, taste, and touch, being present and atten-
tive to bodily sensations as you eat.

Question the body/self understandings of par-
ticipants, pressing for specific sensations, details, 
and movements. One strategy for understanding 
how to question embodiment is using “experience-
based, body-anchored” interviewing techniques 
(Stelter, 2010).

Experience-based, body-anchored qualitative 
interviewing can be defined as a specific way of 
conducting an interview, where the pivotal point 
is the participant’s experiential, embodied involve-
ment in the issues of the research inter-
view. . . . [Researchers] can use this interview 
approach to deepen their understanding of how 
bodily reactions and body anchored experiences 
are related to thoughts, emotions, and actions. 
(Stelter, 2010, p. 859)

Ask questions that focus on embodied feelings 
and sensations as situations or events are recalled 
and brought to the present moment. Ideally, in this 
context, both participant and interviewer should 
seek to be as nonjudgmental as possible, both making 
a conscious effort not to impose hierarchies of value 
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on aspects of the experience described in the inter-
view (Stelter, 2010, pp. 863–864).

Similarly, use sensuous language when making 
notes during the interview. When documenting the 
experience of the interview, notes could be embodied 
using a language that is sensuous and textured: “It is 
the lived body that connects language to the world of 
experience. Such sense-making is not just logical and 
populated by bits of information, but is full of tex-
tures,” senses, and bodily sensations (Todres, 2008, p. 
1570). The richer and more descriptive the account of 
the interview, the more context is available for inter-
preting the transcripts later.

Finally, interviewers should be open to personal 
change as a consequence of encountering the embod-
ied selves of participants.

When researchers recognize the encounter as an 
embodied communication . . . embodiment can 
become a tool as well as a text. In this encounter, 
the researchers, venturing into new intellectual 
(and often emotional) terrains, are willing to let 
themselves be touched and changed. (Bresler, 
2006, p. 32)

Tools work on the researcher as well as the 
researched: “The ‘flesh’ of mindful embodiment yields 
a texture belonging as much to the other as self” (Latta 
& Buck, 2008, p. 322). If we are willing—and often 
even when we are not—we experience profound 
changes in our sense of who we are and how we live 
in the world as our sense making alters in response to 
every interview encounter.

EMBODIED STRATEGIES 
FOR DATA ANALYSIS

Data analysis may be enriched with consider-
ation of embodiment woven throughout the pro-
cess of discerning patterns or uncovering and 
constructing meanings (e.g., grounded theory, cul-
tural studies critique). I will discuss issues of 
embodied representation in the next section; how-
ever, I should point out that decisions about ana-
lytic frameworks and techniques overlap with 
those about representation, since some genres, 
media, and audiences pair more readily with some 
modes of analysis than do others. So while my 
focus in each of these sections differs, the two may 
be considered even more closely intertwined than 

are all of the issues about research processes dis-
cussed in this chapter.

For most qualitative researchers, the beginnings 
of analysis coincide with data collection, as we 
make notes to ourselves about emergent topics and 
themes, our impressions of participants’ affect dur-
ing interviews, and connections to existing research 
(e.g., Lindlof & Taylor, 2011), and as I argued ear-
lier, transcription of interviews also involves ana-
lytic choices (Mishler, 1991). During the in-depth 
analysis of transcripts and notes, researchers may 
engage in what is generally known as reflexivity, a 
fairly standard component of qualitative methods 
across the continuum of such methods, except 
those near the scientific/positivist end (i.e., as far 
from the artistic/interpretive pole as possible) 
(Ellingson, 2009). Reflexivity includes many varia-
tions, and important epistemological, ontological, 
and methodological debates persist concerning 
what it means to be reflexive about researchers’ 
involvement in meaning making (e.g., Alvesson & 
Skoldberg, 2000; Downe, 2007; Ezzy, 2010; Finlay, 
2002; Hall & Callery, 2001; Macbeth, 2001; 
Madison, 2005; Pillow, 2003; Stronach, Garratt, 
Pearce, & Piper, 2007), all of which address 
embodiment to a greater or lesser extent. For inter-
view research, I hold three particular aspects of 
reflexivity critical to engaging embodiment as a 
meaningful component of data analysis.

First, continually return attention to the mutual 
embodiment of both researcher(s) and participants in 
the interview data under analysis. To “limi[t] the 
exploration of embodiment to the other” places 
researchers in a “position of power that can be exploi-
tive” of participants (Sharma et al., 2009, pp. 1647–
1648; see also Edvardsson & Street, 2007). Mutuality 
does not erase the differences of power between par-
ticipants and researchers; instead, it serves as a way to 
ground verbal texts in the complex realities of the 
intersubjective process from which they arose—that 
is, a conversation between (material) bodies.

Second, harness the materiality of data analysis 
processes. That is, pay attention to the ways in which 
analysis involves physical creation and manipulation 
of textual objects and the ways of seeing and under-
standing promoted by these processes (Konopásek, 
2008). Konopásek (2008) explains that “analytical 
work is in an important sense a material praxis (and 
vice versa)” (para. 30). Using computer programs that 
assist with qualitative data analysis, “we can create, 
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see and manipulate various objects. These objects can 
be of different sizes and shapes; they can be hidden, 
moved, split, colourised, grouped and regrouped, 
forgotten and rediscovered on unexpected occasions” 
(para. 20). Likewise, those who have used and/or 
continue to use printed paper copies, colored pens 
and pencils, scissors, paper clips, and so on for data 
coding and manipulation create new objects (group-
ings of quotes and notes) within a “textual labora-
tory—which has the power to shrink time and space 
distances between observable phenomena so that 
everything important is present and under control” 
(para. 22). The grouping, networking, coding, and 
commenting on of quotes enables researchers to visu-
alize connections among ideas, deeply affecting our 
continual construction of meaning.

Third, consider the degree to which emergent 
themes or other developing findings implicate spe-
cific bodily states, practices, definitions, and experi-
ences. Cast a discerning eye over the preliminary 
collection of quotes (or other evidence), and con-
sider how participants describe their own bodily 
appearance, bodily sensations (e.g., pleasure as well 
as discomfort or pain), and experiences of bodily 
breakdown or failure. Also note participants’ 
descriptions of others’ responses to their bodies 
(e.g., how a boyfriend described her hips, how a 
coach criticized his calf muscles) and their thoughts 
and feelings about those past responses. Consider 
how participants’ discussions of abstract principles 
(e.g., respect, authority) are grounded in gestures, 
facial expressions, or other embodied signals. 
Charmaz (2006) admonishes researchers to “never 
leave their data” (i.e., to continually refer back to 
data) when constructing typologies of themes 
because of the risk of developing themes not suffi-
ciently grounded in participants’ talk and based too 
much in researcher’s thoughts. In the same way, I 
admonish researchers conducting analysis to never 
leave the body when constructing themes—to con-
tinually reflect on how themes reflect bodies and the 
interaction of bodies even as they encapsulate more 
abstract patterns of meaning.

EMBODIED REPRESENTATIONAL 
STRATEGIES

One way to position the body as producing 
knowledge is to write autoethnographically about 

the research process (Ellis, 1997). Ellis and Bochner 
(2000) described autoethnography as revealing the 
connections of the

personal to the cultural. . . . [Autoethnographers 
focus] outward on social and cultural aspects of 
their personal experience; then, they look inward, 
exposing a vulnerable self that is moved by and 
may move through, refract, and resist cultural 
interpretations. (p. 739)

Autoethnography blurs the lines between the sciences 
and humanities (e.g., Ellingson, 1998; Ellis & Bochner, 
2000) and problematizes the differentiation between 
researcher and researched (DeVault, 1990; Mies, 
1983; Reinharz, 1992). For example, narrative and 
autoethnographic methods acknowledge the dialogic 
construction of patients’ constructions of the meaning 
of their illness with researchers’ embodied experiences 
(Frank, 1995). Rather than simply being the narrator 
or reporter of findings, the researcher serves as the 
main character of a story that parallels the academic 
narrative contained in the research report (see also 
Sara Crawley’s chapter, “Autoethnography as Feminist 
Self-Interview,” this volume). In layered accounts, 
researchers alternate sections of an article written 
using social science conventions (i.e., citation of 
relevant research and theory, presentation of a research 
question, explanation of methods) with brief narratives 
that show rather than tell about aspects of the research 
(Ronai, 1995); alternatively, such narratives can be 
placed at the beginning or end of the conventional 
analysis (e.g., Ellis, 1993). Autoethnographic narratives 
(potentially) offer embodied details, celebrate the 
author’s position, problematize the production of 
knowledge, and reveal the profane in the sacred 
processes of interview research.

Of course, many venues do not welcome autoeth-
nographic accounts, and not all researchers are com-
fortable with such forms of representation, even as 
supplements to other, more social-scientific analyses 
of the same data. It is vital to maintain a wide range 
of accepted genres for disseminating qualitative 
research. Thus, I also explore ways in which research-
ers’ bodies can be represented in conventionally 
written interview research reports.

First, as other qualitative methodologists have sug-
gested, researchers could pay more careful attention 
to all of their senses as they conduct interviews and 
include relevant details in the “thick description” of 
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their findings (Geertz, 1973). In interview research, 
we want to describe our participants’ meanings using 
concrete details about their experiences, thoughts, 
and feelings. Yet those descriptions of individuals in 
specific moments must resonate with the larger 
themes of the research; that is, each particular exam-
ple must illustrate a broader category while retaining 
its ability to embody some specific aspect of an indi-
vidual’s life. Thus, interviewers should record as 
much detail as possible during interviews and then 
select with great care which details to include in their 
reports and other representations.

Second, be conscious of the direct and indirect 
ways in which we show up in our work. Use the first 
person to own your actions: I collected the data, I 
conducted analyses, I sought institutional review 
board approval, and so on. First-person voice usually 
provides the most concise way of describing research 
processes, findings, and implications. In addition to 
being present as an authorial “I,” let readers know 
who you are in your project. Describing your stand-
points can be done in the introduction or methods 
section or in a footnote if the outlet does not 
approve or if such an explanation might distract 
from an essay or story’s aesthetic goals.

Another way to bring the body into analytic writ-
ing is to wrestle with the semantics of the body, 
including framing the body as the self rather than 
adhering to the Cartesian model, in which the body is 
the lowly property of the (higher) mind-self (i.e., I 
moved my body). The difficulty lies in writing intel-
ligibly while also reflecting the embodied nature of 
knowledge in our body-selves. Trinh (1991), for 
example, discussed the “subjectivity of a non-I/plural 
I” (p. 192) as a strategy to counter hegemonic Western 
conceptualizations of the self. Along similar lines, 
Irigaray (1980) invoked you/I, I/you, and you/me in 
her discussion of the need for plurality of identity 
rather than reaffirmation of dichotomies (e.g., male/
female, culture/nature). When I construct a research 
report or other representation, I struggle with lan-
guage, almost inevitably linguistically possessing “my” 
body instead of equating or connecting body and self. 
The only example of blurring the mind and body I 
have been successful in gaining editorial approval for 
is in the autoethnographic reflection chapter of my 
ethnography of a geriatric oncology (i.e., cancer) 
team: “The sharp sound of pagers rips open a scab I 
hadn’t known still lingered on my psyche, and I gasp 
as the blood/memory flows” (Ellingson, 2005, p. 95). 
This move was easier to accomplish because it was in 

the context of narrative writing; such a strategy would 
be far more disruptive to the reader if it were placed 
in a more structured qualitative analysis. I encourage 
researchers to (gently) push the boundaries of writing 
conventions by trying out unusual phrasing of the 
body/self when doing so would enhance meaning and 
illuminate an embodied account of your interview 
research (see the discussion of “guerilla scholarship” 
in Ellingson, 2009, pp. 134–136).

�� Conclusion

I opened this chapter with a quotation from Nancy 
Mairs, a poet and essayist who lives with multiple 
sclerosis. Her remarkable essay about writing, voice, 
and embodiment, “Carnal Acts,” echoes many of the 
themes of embodiment that I have discussed in the 
context of interviewing practices. Mairs (1997) 
boldly asserts the need to speak our bodily truths, 
particularly those that have been silenced and shamed 
through systems of sexism, racism, classism, 
homophobia, ableism, and other powerful discourses 
that continue to inscribe indelible bodily difference 
on some while privileging others by positioning their 
bodies as irrelevant to knowledge construction. In a 
world of complex intersections of identities and 
experience, interviewing is a potentially powerful 
method for examining meanings in ways that 
acknowledge our embodied being in the world. This 
chapter has offered a number of practical suggestions 
for focusing on embodiment while preparing for, 
collecting, analyzing, and representing interviews. 
Reflecting on the role of interviewers’ and interview-
ees’ bodies at every stage of the interview process 
circumvents the temptation to simplify findings 
either by ignoring the realities of bodily differences 
or conversely by essentializing bodies as inherently 
constituting certain meanings. Conscious embodi-
ment undoes traditional mind/body dichotomies by 
joining the material with the socially constructed and 
enabling us to co-construct research findings that are 
both richly nuanced and grounded in the material 
realities of our contemporary global world.
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