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( inc of the principal fault lines psychologists have come w accept as a natural 
feature of their discipline is that which runs between 111u distinct sources ot 
knowledge about the person: Quantitative "scientific" research and qualuauve 
"clinical" insight. This dichotomy is of course not unique to academic psychology. 
hut reproduces commo n-xc n-,c perceptions of the person a, k nowab.e through 
either objective measurement or subjective experience. While apparently in 
opposition, the subjective and objective modes of knowing are 1110 sides of the 
same coin. together constituting the modern, autonomous individual. The fanta« 
"f objective kIHl\1 ledge encourages us tu treat an historically specific fmrn of 
sclthood (the autonomous individual) as if it were a natural fact. un a par with 
material reality. while the fantasy of subjective understanding reconfirms this 
individual as the ultimate: guarantor and source of meaning. What is rendered 
i1lllsihk arc the politicd and ideological struggles through which particular forms 
of s11hjcctivitv come int" being in the first place. 

The· current vogue tor qu;di1a1i1e methods in psycholog1 m;11 the retore he rn:1pl1 
the latest "scillati()ll hc·11,cell mut uallv reillforcing. compl cmc n tar , opp",ite, 
w/11d1 together 111a1111;1111 the statu, quo. However. because qualit.rtive rc-c arch i, 
:11 kast ll(J1t1111all) n.ur c ,·ritic·al and r cflcxivc than quam11a111c·. 11 111a1 a;,o be 
l'""1hk that the curr c n: ,11111µ towards the qualit at iv c pole e·ould he uscd 
slr;11L"gicdlv '" g11c· 11t1petus to a more Iuud.nne nta) reorient,111/lll in p,1chology ·, 
se·lf-dl'li11itio11. It i, Ill this C<)!Jll'\I that a small group of >1;,ff ;111d ,wdenl ;11 the 
Wits Dc p.uuuc nt of f',1cholopv nrganiscd a ,111e-lL11 conf!:rn1ce \Iii qual11a1i1c· 
method, 011 .'Ii (ktohn i'l'Vi. with the 1h,·111e·: "A Sf' .. \,,FH I Tiff \\'OHKS OF 
TIU-: F-\<TOl{Y OF TlffTII'. 

Tl1e· purpose of the· conlcrt·Jlcc was lo prm1dc a rorum tor 11me "! !hc most recent 
;11)(/ Il·chnically a dv a ncc d lo,;11 af!d 1l1crsc:1s wor k ;,h,1111. "r 111;1k111g u-.c of. 
qu;t!i1a1i1c 1ncth1lds while :11 the ,;1111e IIIJIC dr;rn111/c ;,t;c·:;t1"11 tn the pol111c;1: 



processes involved in the fabrication of what passes for knowledge in psychology. 
We therefore encouraged unconventional papers, posters, presentations, 
"confessions" and workshops and in general tried to test the limits of what qualifies 
as suitable material for a research methodology conference. 

Many of the presenters and delegates (of whom there were about 100) were the 
usual South African conference crowd (ie, white academics), but there was also a 
significant presence of students, trade-unionists, activists and sight-seers of all 
sorts. The opening address was by Golden Miles Bhudu, president of the prisoners' 
union SAPOIIR, which has been at loggerheads with both the old and new 
regimes, and which is known for its unusual media tactics. Other presentations by 
those involved in human rights struggles included talks by Violet Senna of the 
Domestic Workers Union, Paul Serebro a freelance mental health activist, and 
"Cas i u s" who is involved in campaigns around homelessness. In each case 
presenters were asked to reflect on the ways in which conflicts over validity and 
truth are managed in their field of interest. "Casius" for instance described a 
struggle between homeless people and their allies over contro l of Homeless Talk, 
the homeless people's newspaper sold in Gauteng (and at the conference), with 
homeless people claiming to speak with greater authenticity about their experience 
while their allies claim to have better editorial and literary skills. 

The prominence of these activists at the conference helped to highlight the 
fundamentally political nature of social science enquiry, the bankruptcy of 
technicist solutions to problems of bias and partiality, and the complexities of the 
relationship between intellectuals and those whose lives they claim to interpret. It 
also ensured that from a humanist perspective the conference would give the 
appearance of having been progressive. However, such efforts to induce the 
"oppressed" and "marginalised" to "tell their own story" can also be seen as a 
quintessentially modernist strategy which pretends that power is absent simply 
because it has been neutralised as a repressive force. 

On the positive side, a good number of papers explicitly played with notions of 
discipline and confession, with speakers giving sense to their personal experiences 
in the context of transpersonal discourses. Rather than assuming the relationship 
between objectivity and subjectivity to he a zero-sum game (where more of the one 
invariahlv leads to less of the other), these presenters sought to illuminate the ways 
in which the researcher is always already implicated in her or his research. Thus 
Vasi van Deventer (whose paper had the sensationalist title, "I am the spanner in 
the works of the factory of truth") told the "true story" of strained relationships 
between himself and his academic colleagues, and used this to work out some 
finely detailed puzzles in post-structuralist epistemology. In a similar vein i\g11es 
Clarke and Angela Williams recounted their experiences with trausscxua] lifestyles 
as part of a critique of the chauvinist underpinnings of certain supposc dly 
enlightened sexual attitudes. Other presentations which touched on the intimate 
relationship between personal transformation and scientific enquiry were a 
workshop on phenomcnologv hy Jacki \Vatts and a paper 011 the pcr"lll in 
methodology bv Incke Mculenbc ru-Buske ns. 

In addition to papers and workshops there was also a large number of postt'rs and 
displays, including an exhibition of photographs and other material from the 
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lldorudo Park People's Histo ry Pro ject. \'eil Lightfoot mourned a particular lv 
interesting displav of photographs and art ifa cts ent itled, 'This is not a pipe" which 
used the co nventions of an ethnographic enquiry into the w o r ld of street-comer 
exhaust pipe repair businesses to illustrate some basic semiological principle« and 
to raise some troubling questions about the research process. 

Apart from such high-flown philosophical. political and epistemological enquiries 
there were also practical "how-to" workshops ( eg. on compnte r-axsisted qualitative 
analysis by Catharine Payze ), papers which dealt with pragmatic methodological 
issues (eg, on content analysis vs discourse analysis by Lindv Wilbraham) and 
papers which illustrated the use of qualitative methods (cg. 011 nurse counsellnr-.' 
perceptions of AIDS counselling objectives by Joanne Stein). 

The conference was intended to put a spanner in the w or k s of the sinister 
machinery. the "dark Satanic mills", of scientific and clinical ps\ chology and it did 
so through postmodernist tactics of spectacle, juxtaposition and play. As a transient 
manoeuvre in what may become a larger campaign this mav have had some effect. 
hut in the longer term we will probably have to give up such fantasies of 
intellectual terrorism and take on the macro and micro politic, ut truth production 
in a more serious and sustained engagement. 

.·1 few copies o{ a hook/et with abstracts of the conference pap,'n uri: still w ailablc 
and a vo/11111e of contcrenc« proceedings is being compiled. l(\011 are ill/crested in 
thcs«. please write to Martin Terre Blanche. Department of Psvchologv. l '.\'IS~.J.. PO 
Rox _?I)]. Pretoria. 0001 or e-mail TERRE.\fJ(ii Al.PHA. l 'SISA.ACZA 

A "follow-up" conference is planned for later this vcar. 

Second Annual South African Qualitative :\lcthods Conference 
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