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The Grounded Theory Review (2012), Volume 11, Issue 2

Book Review : Being Barney Glaser

Paul Dowling, University of London

Grounded Theory:  t he philosophy, m ethod, and work of Barney Glaser .  Vivian B. Mart in & 
Ast r id Gynnild (Eds) .  2011. Boca Raton.  BrownWalker Press.

I  was a lit t le taken aback when Ast r id Gynnild asked m e to review this work for Grounded 
Theory Review .  As I  explained, I  have been im pressed by a lot  of what  Glaser and St rauss 
and Glaser wr it ing alone have said to m e about  sociological research, I  teach m ethodology 
at  m asters and doctoral levels and always recom m end these works to m y students, 
encouraging them , where appropriate, to adopt  som e of the m ore fam iliar st rategies of th is 
approach—let  the data speak, theoret ically sam ple, writ e m em os, conceptualise, in 
part icular. I  will,  however, not  allow them  to say that  what  they are doing is grounded 
theory and nor do I  claim  that  that  is what  I  do;  I  m ay have been im pressed, even inspired 
by Glaser’s work, but  what  I  do is other than it .  So I ’m  not  sure that  I  am  qualified to 
review the book.  Nevertheless, I  agreed, only to be disconcerted by the announcem ent  of 
audience in t he int roduct ion by Gynnild & Mart in:

I t  is our hope that  grounded theor ists at  all stages of com petence will find 
som ething useful to incorporat e into their  grounded theory pract ice. Much is said 
here about  the desire to get  good inform at ion into the hands of m inus m entors, 
but  the book is also for the m any skilled GT researchers around the globe who 
are searching for m ore insights, inspirat ion, and ideas to m ove on wit h their  own 
GT project s (p. 11) .

I t  would appear that  I  am  not  even included as a reader, yet  I  am  now asked to address 
people who certainly are. Well, here goes.

First ly, I  think Gynnild and Mart in have left  m e out  in error. There is a great  deal in 
this collect ion for the non-specialist  in grounded theory start ing with the discussion and 
illust rat ion of m entoring in the int roduct ion and in the first  sect ion of the book, “Teaching 
grounded theory,” in part icular. I ndeed, the editors have deployed a grounded theory 
approach to the analysis of their  own collect ion. I n their  int roduct ion,  Gynnild and Mart in 
present  the outcom e of this analysis, revealing that  the m ain concern in th is book is 
“m entoring a m et hod”  — the t it le of the int roduct ion—“ through cult ivat ing com petence of 
grounded theory networks over extended periods of t im e” (p. 3) . I f a pract ice—any 
pract ice—is to have coherence in its pract ical applicat ion, then that  coherence will,  in part , 
at  least , be character ised by what  I  (Dowling, 2009)  call “ low discursive saturat ion,”
whereby its pr inciples are not  available within language, cannot  be validly codified in books, 
though we m ay t ry. As Guthrie and Lowe put  it  in their  chapter giving advice to students 
and their supervisors:

Have you ever read a book which aim s to teach you how to sk i, surf, r ide a 
horse? None, no m at ter  how well writ ten,  can m im ic what  it  is really like to feel 
the full range of these real experiences as they are lived (p.  154) .

Neither do you learn to r ide a horse or do research—at  least , not  well—wit hout  a m entor. 
This is an im portant  lesson for all educators and, in part icular, for  the supervisors of 
dissertat ions to take m entor ing seriously, whatever their  approach to research. Of course,  
m entoring is not  the only responsibilit y that  a supervisor has in respect  of their  students, 
part icular ly where the students are drawing product ively on the supervisor’s own work. 
Exam iners will want  t o be assured t hat  that  work has credibilit y w ithin the relevant  field and 
will expect  to see citat ions of published work. The supervisor, in other words, has a 
responsibilit y to their  students to publish. So I  do not  go along wit h Guthr ie and Lowe’s 
cont rast ing of the bad supervisor as a PRAT—one who prior it ises publishing,  research, 
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adm inist rat ion and teaching in that  order—wit h a good supervisor as TRAP. Each of these 
dom ains of act ivity is v ital bot h for t he supervisor’s career and in t heir  responsibil it y to their  
students;  it  should not  be a m at ter of pr ior it ising—am using as these acronym s are—but  of 
engaging in each act ivity w ith integrity.

The ult im ate im possibilit y of acquir ing classic grounded theory skills textually  
notwithstanding, the non-specialist  can st il l learn a great  deal about  grounded theory and,  
in part icular, about  the dist inct iveness of classic grounded theory from  this collect ion. A 
recurr ing them e is the well-known interdict ion on doing a literature review in advance of 
data collect ion and analysis.  Now I  had previously understood th is t o be based solely on the 
need to avoid pre-conceptualisat ion and forcing. I ndeed, this is re-stat ed by Glaser him self 
in his chapter on form al grounded theory (although I  take the point  that  it  applies to 
substant ive, but  not  to form al grounded theory) . I  have tended to stand against  this 
argum ent , not  least  because we generally should approach the literat ure cr it ically. I  feel I  
now have now been presented—part icular ly clearly  in the chapter by Sim m ons, in that  by 
McCallin, Nathaniel and Andrews and in Gynnild’s interview with Glaser—wit h what  seem s to 
m e to be a far m ore persuasive case. This concerns the fundam ental intent ion of classic 
grounded theory to access that  which is considered to be m ost  im portant  by the part icipants 
in the set t ing of the research and, through analysis, their  latent  pat t erns. This being the 
case, an advance literature review is not  advisable because one cannot  know in advance 
what  literature will be relevant . I  st il l disagree, because I  approach research as m ore of a 
t ransact ion between researcher—as a student  of research literature—and researched and do 
not  see a prelim inary literature review as a cont ract ;  it  has to be redone anyway at  the 
com plet ion of analysis. What  is im portant  is to allow the data to speak and not  to presum e 
that  it  will speak in the language of the literat ure. 

Judith A. Holton, in her chapter, reports an Alvin Gouldner anecdote, recounted by 
Glaser, about  a student , interested in r isk - taking behaviour am ong steeplejacks. The 
student  had been frust rated by his difficulty in get t ing the steeplejacks to t alk about  r isk. At  
one point , the student  saw them  draw ing st raws for the allocat ion not  of potent ial r isk, but  
of vantage points for window peeping. The study, or iginally on r isk- taking, subsequent ly 
becam e a study in st rat egic posit ioning. Not , for m e, an argum ent  for avoiding the 
literature, but  for keeping an open m ind. Nevertheless, where the t ransact ional aspect  of 
research is being m inim ised, I  will (alm ost )  concede the point  about  prelim inary  literature 
reviews. I  would not , though, go quite as far as Guthrie and Lowe in suggest ing that , if 
university protocols insist  on a prelim inary literature review then the student  should 
produce “a logically plausible (but  quite irrelevant ) ” (p. 61)  review:  if your university or 
supervisor  does not  understand or perm it  the approach to which you are com m it ted, then 
find another university / supervisor.

The second sect ion of the book consists of six chapters on “doing grounded theory.”
The first  three of these appear to m e to provide pract ical advice on specific data collect ion 
st rategies and could all be used as stand alone pieces on these st rategies;  I  will certainly 
recom m end them  to students on m y m asters program m e. Helen Scot t ’s chapter on 
“Conduct ing grounded theory interviews online” addresses an im portant  developm ent  in 
data collect ion set t ings and discusses som e of  the issues in a grounded theory m ot ivated 
way;  how do we cope with lies, for exam ple. Lisbeth Nilsson discusses the use of video 
recordings in an approach that  generally advises against  audio recording interviews. Again, 
this is a useful piece for any researcher intending to m ake use of video and again there is 
discussion of grounded theory m ethodology, in part icular, the interdict ion on recording. 
Nilsson reports that  Glaser had advised her that  the rule would not  apply in her case—
working wit h “people who have profound cognit ive disabilit ies [ that ]  m eans having to learn 
a whole new system  of com m unicat ion where m eaning is pr im arily  conveyed through 
behaviors not  words” (p. 103)—and that  video recording was appropriate. Now, again, I  
take a different  view from  Glaser on audio recording interviews.  For m e, using the recorder 
enhances m y abilit y to focus close at tent ion on what  the interviewee is saying and field 
notes can be used for prelim inary analysis, which can begin with the beginning of the 



The Grounded Theory Review (2012), Volume 11, Issue 2

3

interview. I  see t ranscript ion as part  of the process of analysis itself, get t ing to know the 
data, as well as enabling a form  of re-visit ing that  relies less on m em ory and its inevitably 
uncont rolled recontextualisat ions.  I ’m  sure that  those affiliat ing to the classic grounded 
theory m ethod have heard these argum ents before, but  I  do not  seek to establish counter 
legislat ion, m erely to m ark m y posit ion. The chapter by Cheri Hernandez again takes on the 
recording issue in her discussion of the use of focus groups. Here, recording becom es 
necessary because, for exam ple,  this m ethod is likely to involve a team  of researchers 
rather than just  one and because of the extended period of t im e involved in focus group 
discussions. Transcript ion of group discussion will,  of course, take a great  deal longer than 
is the case for one on one.

Michael K. Thom as int roduces another issue that  m ay seem  cont roversial to som e 
classic grounded t heorist s, t he use of qualitat ive research soft ware. I n his chapter on form al 
grounded theory, Glaser asserts that  this cannot  be done on a com puter, though I  cannot  
recall m ent ion of com puters in relat ion to substant ive grounded theory. I n any event , the 
com puter  does not  do the analysis for you,  it  sim ply  enables storage,  annotat ion, and 
ret r ieval in ways that  should help the grounded theorist—whether doing substant ive or 
form al grounded theory—to conceptualise m ore efficient ly and,  just  possibly, m ore 
effect ively. Again, Thom as provides som e insight ful discussion and helpful advice in a 
chapter that  could, again, stand alone on the reading list  of a m ethods program m e.

Mark S. Rosenbaum —whose chapter is in the book’s fourth sect ion—also argues a 
case for the use of com puters in grounded theory research, th is t im e for the deploym ent  of 
st ructural equat ion m odelling in the verificat ion of grounded theor ies. The chapter includes 
descript ions of various kinds of theory m odels that  m ight  ar ise out  of a grounded theory 
study and that  can be verified by theoret ical t r iangulat ion using the Am os software that  
Rosenbaum  int roduces. The discussion is interest ing, though presum ably Glaser would 
argue that , if the grounded theory study has been done properly in the first  place then it  
shouldn’t  need verifying.  

The chapt er by Hans Thulesius (back to the second sect ion of the book)  discusses his 
work in developing the sem inal study, Awareness of Dying .  There is not  a great  deal on 
grounded t heory per se in this chapter, but  the chapter is interest ing in its own r ight . So too 
is t he chapter by  Massim iliano Tarozzi in which he discusses his t ranslat ion of The Discovery 
of Grounded Theory into I talian. Tarozzi reveals som e of the ways in which the process and 
problem s of t ranslat ion can enhance the understanding of a m ethod. I  found both of these 
chapters fascinat ing.

Three of the chapters in the fourt h sect ion—those by Glaser him self, Tom Andrews 
and Vivian B. Mart in—concern the developm ent  of form al grounded theory. Andrews’ and 
Mart in’s discussions of part icular projects are helpful here as are the m any illust rat ions in 
Glaser’s chapter. Again, there are lessons or, at  least , interest ing points for debate here, 
not  only for aspir ing and actual grounded theor ists, but  for all researchers. Glaser, for 
exam ple, warns against  the tendency (m ost  of us are guilty of it  at  som e point )  t o “dr ift  into 
logic-deduct ive speculat ion” that  is “ just  ‘super think’ divorced from  reality”  (p. 274) . He 
also notes that :

Rewrit ing substant ive theory up a notch can sound like form al theory and gives 
form al theory im plicat ions but  it  is not  FGT. At  best  it  is a FGT wait ing to happen 
by com par isons with new data and sim ply r ides on the general im plicat ions of the 
core category. … For exam ple, a theory on becom ing a nurse can be rewrit ten as 
… a theory of becom ing a professional by leaving out  substant ive words, or even 
becom ing in general, an aspect  of socialising. Or a theory of caut ionary cont rol 
am ong dent ists can be rewr it ten, leaving out  references to dent ists as four 
general types of caut ionary cont rol. Or a t heory of cult ivat ing housewives for m ilk 
delivery accounts can be rewrit ten leaving out  substant ive reference to m ilkm en, 
as a theory of cult ivat ing clients for prof it  or recreat ion.  I n short , by rewr it ing 
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leaving out  the substant ive at t r ibut ions the researcher has raised the conceptual 
level of his [ sic]  work m echanically. He has not  done the research to broaden t he 
scope of his theory to the form al by conceptual com parat ive analysis of different  
substant ive areas (pp. 274-5) .

These cases are well m ade and, as I  say, const itute im portant  caveats for all researchers 
and not  just  grounded theorists. One addit ional point  is worth m ent ioning. I n this chapter 
Glaser points out  that :

People collect  heaps of data th inking that  is what  research is, and then do not  
know what  to do with it .  They are often delighted that  som eone will or m ay do 
som ething w ith it (p. 263) .

One needs, however,  to take care here. Research Ethics Com m it tees—at  least  in the UK—
are tending to take a dim  view of the use of data for purposes other  than that  for which it  
was collected unless the inform ed consent  of those from  whom  the data was collected has 
been given for th is addit ional use either or iginally or subsequent ly. The inst itut ional 
scrut inising of research ethics in social and educat ional research has only really been an 
issue in the UK for about  ten years, wit h research educat ion rather lagging behind the 
bureaucracy.  I  hope that  this will not  unhelpfully reduce the availabilit y of data for use such 
as the developm ent  of form al grounded theory.

Both grounded theorists and non-specialists will find the insights into Glaser’s life, 
teaching, and early influences to be fascinat ing and helpful in appreciat ing what  is specif ic 
about  classic grounded theory;  these insights are also, for m e, an inspirat ion in dedicat ion. 
There is som ething in pret ty m uch all of the chapters as one m ight expect , I  suppose, from  
a team  who all studied under Glaser at  one point  or another in their  careers. Key chapters 
in this respect  for m e, however, were those by Sim m ons,  Charm az—in her chapter 
present ing observat ions from  students who studied with Glaser in the 1960s and 1970s—
Holton—on early academ ic influences—the chapter, “Atm osphering for  Conceptual 
Developm ent ,” by Gynnild and especially, of course, Gynnild’s interview with Glaser. 
I ndeed, the interview seem s to get  to the heart  of the m at ter. “Where did you get  the 
inspirat ion from ?” (p. 238) , Gynnild asks, the reply:  “Me. I t ’s doing Barney”  ( ibid.) , and 
later:

You know what  I ’m  think ing the core var iable is? I  know how wonderful it  is to 
have one’s self.  I  want  to give people their  sense of being them selves. (p. 251)

“Doing Barney,” it  seem s, entails the applicat ion of the Golden Rule and hence the 
insistence on the crucial aspect  that  I  m ent ioned above:

… classic grounded theor ists begin wit h problem s that  are im port ant  to the 
people involved (McCallin, Nathaniel & Andrews, p. 78) .

The rule penet rates Glaser’s teaching, which enables Gynnild to reveal a resonance between 
it  and Carl Rogers’ person-cent red theory that  itself resonates with m any of the anecdot es 
in the collect ion relat ing to learning grounded theory with Glaser and,  indeed, wit h Anselm  
St rauss. The coherence that  is suggested in Glaser’s response to Gynnild’s quest ion is 
underscored by Evert  Gum m esson, who claim s that , unlike m any polit icians, econom ists, 
lawyers, and physicians, Glaser “walks his talk: ”

Barney Glaser lives GT … [ He]  becam e a world- renowned sociologist , but  he used 
his scient ific m ethod to start  a building com pany, a financial business, and a 
publishing house. And they are all successful. His windsurfing sk ills are the 
outcom e of a GT study;  his m ini-GTs help him  to quickly get  to the point  in all 
walks of life. Doing what  he preaches, he personifies GT m et hodology ( p. 230) .
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I ndeed, Glaser seem s to have adopted a sim ilar approach in respect  of determ ining 
and m aintaining a healt hy diet . This pract ical intent ion of classic grounded theory is nicely 
illust rated by Odis E. Sim m ons:

… in m y study of the relat ionship between m ilkm en and their  custom ers [ …] , I  
discovered the core category, “ cult ivat ing relat ionships.”  Pr ior to m y sharing the 
concept  with the m ilkm en from  whom  I  had collected m y data, they were 
unaware that  they were cult ivat ing relat ionships and that  this was an essent ial 
part  of their  jobs. When I  pointed it  out , they im m ediately understood. And, with 
the inform al theoret ical foothold that  I  had provided them , they devised 
enhanced cult ivat ing st rategies and becam e even bet ter at  it .  What  had been 
latent  easily becam e apparent  and m odifiable ( p. 26) .

Judith A. Holton describes Glaser’s enthusiasm  for the use-value of classic grounded t heory:

Glaser would cont inue to apply GT m ethodology to a wide range of studies 
including topics of everyday life interest  such as cont ract ing the building of a 
house and safe invest ing [ …] . For Glaser, it  was a natural evolut ion in applying 
and refining the m ethodology as pract ical sociology. I n his writ ing and in 
sem inars, Glaser  cont inues to underscore the substant ial power of GT and 
frequent ly advocates that  this power deserves to be applied to those areas of life 
that  m at t er m ost—relat ionships,  parent ing,  careers, health and wellness, etc. (p. 
216) .

McCallin, Nathaniel and Andrews present  this use-value rather m ore forcibly, classic 
grounded theory is, t hey argue:

…a unique theory-generat ing approach to understanding hum an experience. The 
m oral im perat ive of research in t he social sciences is to produce t he best  possible 
knowledge that  can be used to posit ively affect  those who require the services of 
a professional. So, there seem s to be a valid m oral just ificat ion for adherence to 
the tenets of classic grounded theory in disciplinary research. Furtherm ore, 
inadequate, skewed, m isinform ed, biased,  or capriciously interpreted data and 
thought less, preconceived analysis of research data fails to at t ain the m oral 
im perat ive cent ral to disciplinary developm ent . (pp. 78-9) .

There is “ a valid m oral just ificat ion for adherence t o the tenets of classic grounded theory in 
disciplinary research: ” they seem , here, to be labelling not  only the m odificat ion of classic 
grounded theory, but  all other approaches to social research as im m oral. This is a step too 
far for m e and appears to be in som e tension with Glaser’s det erm inat ion “ to give people 
their  sense of being them selves,” “people” presum ably including researchers.  There are 
m any legit im ate just ificat ions for social research, the product ion of direct ly useable results 
being just  one. My own view of educat ional research, for exam ple, is that  it  can provide 
bases for the interrogat ion of professional educat ional pract ice, but  that  it  should not  seek 
to direct  that  pract ice.  I t  can generat e new ways of looking at  parts of the world that  
pract it ioners m ay recruit  and recontextualise t o enable t hem  to develop their  own pract ices. 
Glaser describes his own upbringing in a wealthy household with dom est ic servants. Many of 
the set t ings of social research include people who are rather less fortunate and a good deal 
of social research aim s to reveal the syst em s and processes that  const itut e their  oppression 
and th is often requires going beyond the local areas of life of “ relat ionships, parent ing, 
careers, health and wellness, etc.” I ’m  not  saying that  this cannot  be done using classic 
grounded theory,  sim ply that  there are other legit im ate approaches, including, perhaps, 
versions of m odif ied grounded theory. McCallin, Nathaniel and Andrews are unduly  
sim plify ing the situat ion in a kind of purifying st rategy:  purifying is legit im ate in term s of 
m aintaining the specificity of classic grounded theory itself, but  not  as an at tem pt  to 
pathologise alternat ives.
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Judith A. Holton’s chapter considers the early influences on Glaser’s academ ic thought  
and work, present ing a st rong sense of Barney doing Barney in his engagem ent  wit h som e 
of the big nam es of Am erican sociology, Paul F.  Lazersfeld,  Robert  Mert on and Hans 
Zet terberg am ongst  others.  Holton quotes Glaser as recalling that  “Throughout  m y whole 
t raining I  resist ed the efforts of both Lazersfeld and Merton to co-opt  m e to work for 
them …I  had no t im e for  them  personally, just  their  ideas.” (p. 209) . These and other ideas 
from  the field presum ably cont r ibute to what  Glaser refers to as the theoret ical sensit iv ity 
that  enables him  to recognise significant  pat t erns in data. Theoret ical sensit iv ity—if I ’ve 
understood the concept  appropriately—is going to be to a degree specific to the researcher 
and their  intellectual h istory. I  was a lit t le bewildered, t herefore, by the suggest ion by Alvita 
K. Nathaniel that  both Glaser and C.S.Peirce

… believed that  no m at t er where different  invest igat ions m ay begin, if they  
closely follow the m et hod, their  results will eventually converge toward the sam e 
result  and that  further study will tend to cor rect  the results (p. 197) .

I f,  indeed, theoret ical sensit iv ity const itutes the individuality of the researcher in classic 
grounded theory ( I ’m  sure som eone will cor rect  m e if  t his is not  t he case), and if t heoret ical 
sensit iv ity develops with each project , then the different  invest igat ions m ay very well not  
“ converge toward the sam e result .” I n his chapter on form al grounded theory, Glaser  
recalls, “ the two dissertat ions I  supervised on heart  at tacks lead two diam et r ically opposed 
core categor ies:  cut t ing and super norm alising”  (p. 268) , although he—the superv isor and 
so third researcher—art iculates them , “heart  at t ack vict im s ordered to cut  back, if the 
at tack is not  severe, will super norm alise to prove that  they are st ill ok.”  ( ibid. ) . I t  m ay be, 
then, that  Nathaniel’s at t em pt  to “propose an extant , integrated, philosophical fram ework 
that  fit s the classic grounded theory  m ethod and undergirds its r igorous scient ific processes”
(p. 187)  is som ewhat  forced, but  why do it  in the first  place?

Why is it  im portant  to ident ify the philosophical foundat ions of a research 
m ethodology? I f carefully at tended,  the first  pr inciples, assum pt ions and beliefs 
of a g iven philosophy cont r ibute the ontology and epistem ology t o a m et hodology
and hold it  toget her. This provides st ructure, logic and cohesion. Methodology 
carr ies through to the m ethod,  which includes pract ical steps of procedures such 
as data gathering coding,  and analysis and also language,  im ages,  relat ionships,  
and m eanings. Thus the philosophy’s assum pt ions and beliefs im bue the day- to-
day pract ical applicat ion of the m ethod and its eventual product . This engenders 
research that  is ethical,  logical, t rut hful, and cohesive—earm arks of good 
scholarship. (p. 187)

I t  seem s to m e that  this is less an argum ent  than a sequence of assert ions.  I t  is reasonable 
to note that  there are resonances between Peirce’s pragm at ism —t he extant  fram ework 
ident ified by Nat haniel—and the pragm at ic claim s of classic grounded theory, but  I  tend to 
em pathise with Glaser him self when he asserts that  “grounded theory is a-philosophical”  
(McCallin, Nat haniel & Andrews, p. 72)  or as Sim m ons reports:

Let  the diehard const ruct ivists and object iv ists cont inue their  rhetor ical wrest le;  
for others, as Glaser t ells his students, “ just  do the work! ”  (p. 27)

I t  seem s to m e to be ent irely consistent  w ith “doing Barney” to resist  being subordinated to 
som eone else’s discourse, in th is case, philosophy, elsewhere sym bolic interact ionism  and 
so forth. I  approach the situat ion in a different  way, but  arr ive at  the sam e conclusion. 
Philosophising generates m etadiscourse in its relat ions with social research. This is often 
engaging, as it  is here, but  it  is largely irrelevant  to “doing the work”—and, apparent ly, to 
doing Barney—except  insofar as it  m ay cont r ibute to, dare I  say, theoret ical sensit iv ity, in 
which case we need lots of different  philosophies and not  just  one. One of the flaws in 
research m ethods teaching, at  least  in educat ional studies in the UK, is that  program m es 
often begin with discussion of philosophy on the apparent  grounds that  one needs to sort  
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out  one’s epistem ology and ontology before even beginning to t hink about  “doing the work.”
I  take a different  view (see, for exam ple, Dowling & Brown, 2010)  and, so it  would seem , 
does Barney Glaser. So I  welcom e the presence of philosophical discussion in this 
collect ion—especially that  included in the chapter by Odis E. Sim m ons—but  react  against  its 
at tachm ent  to the body of classic grounded t heory as an unnecessary prosthesis.

A substant ial am ount—I  hope not  all—of this review has been, I  suppose, descript ive 
rather than conceptual, but  then I  suppose that ’s the j ob of a reviewer in large part . I  have 
a sense of the kind of dist inct ion that  Glaser is m aking between descript ion and 
conceptualisat ion,  but  I  don’t  l ike t he use of these term s in this way:  a descript ion is always 
a conceptualisat ion of that  which it  describes, though often this m ay not  have been taken 
very far. I  refer to m y own general approach as const ruct ive descript ion and, as I ’ve 
m ent ioned above, I  see m y kind of analysis as a t ransact ion between analyst  and data. The 
analyst  begins with a disposit ion or prejudice that  has ar isen from  an engagem ent  with 
largely conceptual literature to const itute an internal theoret ical language. I  conceive of 
analysis as the t ransact ion between this internal language and the em pir ical, which m ay be 
data of any kind to generate an external language and an analysis in term s of this 
language. The external language accum ulates to const it ute the legacy of past  analyses. My 
internal language encourages a sensit iv ity to act ion and on em ergent  alliances and 
opposit ions. One of the com ponents of m y external language is a schem e that  describes 
authority st rat egies, em ploy ing term s that  are borrowed from  Max Weber ( though used in a 
way that  is different  from  his) . The schem e originated in the analysis of an inst itut ional 
circular let ter and proposes that  the authority of  an ut terance or act  m ay be at tem pted via a 
closing of the category of its author, or a closing of the category of the pract ice that  
contextualises the ut terance or act , or a closing of both, or of neither. The result  is the 2x2 
schem a in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Authority St rategies

Category of Pract ice

Category of Author Open Closed

Closed charism at ic t radit ional

Open liberal bureaucrat ic

(Adapted from  Dowling,  2009)

Re-visit ing the collect ion that  I  have reviewed, all of these st rategies can be found. Much of 
the book concerns the at tem pt  to specify the classic grounded theory m ethod, to m ark out  
its dist inct iveness from  other approaches, to establish that  whoever uses it  should adopt  its 
very specific procedures.  These are bureaucrat ic st rat egies, specify ing pract ice, but  not  the 
pract it ioner. At  the sam e t im e, a num ber of chapt ers in the book m ake it  quit e clear that  it  
is not  possible to deploy the approach appropriately without  an extended m entoring. This is 
a t radit ional authority st rategy because it  specifies both the pract ice—classic grounded 
theory—and t he pract it ioner. Mentors m ust  t hem selves have been m entored by a previously 
m entored grounded theor ist  and as the or iginator of the m et hod was Barney Glaser. This 
establishes a necessary direct  line of descent  of all legit im ate, classic grounded theor ists 
from  Glaser. This and the reported references back to him  for the legit im at ion of part icular 
decisions, not  to m ent ion the references to his quirky behaviour, in “atm osphering”  and in 
waving at  window cleaners dur ing an interview, for  exam ple, const itut e him  as the 
charism at ic author and ult im ate arbit er of t he m ethod. Finally, the openness to the voices of 
others in being them selves, whether as learners of grounded theory or as part icipants in 
research set t ings, is a liberalising,  a handing over  of authority from  the author of an act  or 
ut terance to its audience. I  have no space to do this properly nor to defend the approach, 
though I  will note that  I  j ust ify m y use of polar ised categor ies and m y reject ion of the 
cont inuum  by m y content ion that  you cannot  have a cont inuum  unless you have a m et r ic. 
Perhaps I  can also note that , although I  do look for pat terns in data, I  do not  regard those 
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that  I  find as latent  or as subjacent  in respect  to the pract ice or text . For m e, all is surface 
and the pat terns are the product  of m y deform ing t ransact ion with the data. A rather 
at t ract ive illust rat ion is offered by Jerom e McGann’s (2001)  applicat ion of random  
Photoshop m utat ions to Rosset t i’s The Blessed Dam ozel,  “ revealing” (or producing?)  
hitherto unsuspected st ructure in the paint ing. McGann’s own explanat ion of what  he’s 
achieving—his m etadiscourse as opposed to m ine—does const itute the st ructure as latent . 
Alternat ively, then, (and also report ed by McGann)  there is Em ily Dickinson’s advice to t ry 
reading a poem  backwards  ( I  wonder what  she m eant  exact ly;  perhaps it  doesn’t  m at t er)  if 
one is m aking lit t le headway with a poem . I n any event , th is lit t le ending is just  a very 
quick holiday snap of Dowling doing Dowling. For the rest , in reading this book I  was 
rem inded, oddly , perhaps, of the film , Being John Malkovich (Spike Jonze, Dir. ) , with all of 
it s puppet ry im agery;  it  was fun, just  for a lit t le while, perhaps not  doing, but  being Barney 
Glaser.
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