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1 INTRODUCTION 
This unit is concerned with the use of documents in social research The range of 
documents upon which social scientists have drawn includes diaries, letters, 
essays, personal notes, biographies and autobiographies, institutional memoranda 
and reports, and governmental pronouncements as in Green Papers, White Papers 
and Acts of Parliament. This list might give the impression that researchers are 
exclusively concerned with non-quantitative (sometimes called qualitative) docu- 
mentary sources. However, this is not necessarily the case. As we shall see later in 
this unit, and especially in the associated audio-cassette, they are also interested in 
the way in which quantitative data are collected, assembled and analysed in order 
to reach conclusions. 

Throughout this course a range of analytical strategies has been introduced. Some 
of these are structured and formal (as, say, in the analysis of experimental data) 
and others are less so, some strategies are founded on the principles of statistical 
analysis, whereas others follow the traditions and practices of qualitative research 
Analytical strategies associated with structured and less structured data, and with 
quantitative and qualitative analyses, have found expression within the documen- 
tary tradition Although these strands will all be represented in this unit, the main 
emphasis will be upon critzcal analysis of documents The reason for this is that 
other styles of research (e g. surveys, experimental) have already been covered in 
the course, as have other sources of data (e.g interviews, observation). The unit 
brings together a distinct methodological approach - the critical - with particu- 
lar forms of data - documents. (It should be recognized, however, that critical 
research is not exclusive to, and extends beyond the use of, documents.) 

It is important to distinguish 'criticism', in its everyday usage, and 'critical analysis' 
as used by social scientists. The former usually refers to an evaluatton which is 
negative, censorious or fault-finding Critical analysis in social science involves an 
examination of the assumptions which underpin any account (say, in a document) 
and a consideration of what other possible aspects are concealed or ruled out It 
can also involve moving beyond the documents themselves to encompass a criti- 
cal analysis of the institutional and social structures within which such documents 
are produced For example, one of the readings associated with this unit - that 
by Anne Worrall in Offprints Booklet 4 - is concerned with the assumptions 
about femininity which are found in probation reports about women offenders 
which are produced, and acted upon, in the criminal justice system in the UK. As 
with criticism in its everyday usage, critical analyses can involve being censorious 
or fault-finding, perhaps in terms of rejecting in-built assumptions of documents or 
seeking to overturn institutions or systems within which they are produced. How- 
ever, this is not a necessary part of critical analysis 

In the main, this unit is concerned with 'reading about' documentary and textual 
analysis, although the emphasis switches to 'doing' documentary and textual 
analysis in the associated audio-cassette. The aims of the unit are as follows The 
first seven aims involve 'reading about' documentary analysis, the final aim 
involves 'doing' critical analysis. 

1 To identify and illustrate the range of documents used in social scientific 
research. The distinction between documents and texts will be made. 

2 To contrast documentary analysis, as a method, with other forms of research 
covered in the course (such as survey and experimental methods) 

3 To examine the influence of theoretical perspectives on documentary analysis 

4 In doing so, to distinguish three broad methodological approaches. the 
positivist, the interpretative and the critical. 

5 To focus especially on critical analysis, including discourse analysis. 

6 To emphasize that such critical analysis involves using documents as objects 
of research as opposed to resources within research 
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7 To illustrate the critical analysis of a range of texts. 

8 To carry out a critical analysis of a report based upon survey findings, and, in 
doing so, to distinguish the questions wh~ch a 'critical' analyst would ask from 
those which would be asked in an evaluation of the same report from a 'tech- 
nical' point of view. This aim will be addressed primarily in the audio-cassette 
associated with this unit. 

In comparison with some other sections of the course, this unit makes much 
greater reference to theoretical approaches. This is because the critical analysis of 
text, which is the main theme of the unit, makes much more obvious and explicit 
use of theoretical concepts and ideas than some other approaches (e g. survey 
research which can often collect data without explicit reference to theory) Indeed, 
as will be emphasized throughout Section 4, the distinction between theorizing 
and empirical research is not one that is readily accepted by those who engage in 
critical analysis. Some of the concepts and ideas may seem rather abstract and 
complex, especially if this 1s your first encounter with critical analysis. It is for this 
reason that you should spend time gaining a firm understanding of them. 

2 DOCUMENTS, TEXTS AND 
DISCOURSES 
Scott (1990) has defined a document as a written text 

Writing is the making of symbols representing words, and involves the 
use of a pen, pencil, printing machine or other tool for inscribing the 
message on paper, parchment or some other materlal medium 

(Scott, 1990, p.12) 

For Scott, the archetypal document is text that is handwritten or printed on paper 
However, he recognizes that other media may also be bearers of text For 
instance, gravestones are not documents, but they do carry texts, and the inscrip- 
tions on gravestones can be treated in the same way as if they were written on 
paper. In the same way, cell walls are not documents, but when inscribed with 
protests against prison conditions, or with political statements about the penal sys- 
tem, they can be viewed as such Similarly, the extensive use of computers and 
word processors means that we should treat 'files' and 'documents' stored on tape 
and disks as documents suitable for analysis 

In short then, this unit adopts the distinction between document, as being the 
medium on which the message is stored, and text, the message that is conveyed 
through the symbols which constitute writing. 

Documents can have a number of features For example, they may be made up 
exclusively of written words, or they may include statistics, as in a survey research 
report Documents may refer to particular individuals, as with school records and 
reports about pupils, or may concern more 'macro' issues, as with one of Her 
Majesty's Inspectorate Reports on the physical state of our schools Further, docu- 
ments may refer to contemporary events and issues, as in the case of newspaper 
reporting of a prison riot, for example, or they may relate to past events and 
issues, as in a nineteenth-century report on conditions in British prisons Finally, 
documents may have been produced for purposes other than social research but 
nonetheless be of interest to researchers, in which case they are sometimes termed 
'unobtrusive measures' (Webb et al., 1966) 'An unobstrusive measure of obser- 
vation is any method of observation that directly removes the observer from the 
set of interactions or events being studied' (Denzin, 1978, p.256). One rationale 
for the use of such measures is the belief that the effects of the observer on the 
data - the reactive effects discussed in earlier units - are reduced, thereby 
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improving internal validity Unobtrusive measures can derive from a number of 
sources, such as slmple observations of behawour w~thout the lnd~viduals con- 
cerned knowing, or physical traces of behaviour left behind by ind~viduals, and 
can also include documents An example of the latter would be lnstitutional mem- 
oranda, produced as a normal part of bureaucratic functioning but to which the 
social scientist can gain access m order to study key aspects of lnstitutional pro- 
cesses Punch (1985), for example, has outlmed the use of police organizational 
records to study corruption amongst officers worklng in a red-light district of 
Amsterdam The problem with the use of unobtrusive measures to study a sensi- 
tive issue such as police corruption is that access 1s vigorously denied by those 
who have interests in domg so. 

In other Instances, documents may be solicited deliberately and explicitly by social 
researchers and may even be produced by them, in whlch case they cannot be 
treated as unobtrusive measures This is the case with many life hlstorles, as out- 
lined in Section 2 1 below. It is also true of detailed interviews which are recorded 
and transcribed by social scientists for subsequent analysis For example, in Sec- 
tion 4 we examine the way tn which data from the records and reports of pro- 
bation officers, magistrates, solicitors and psychiatrists, and from transcriptions of 
detaded interviews with them, are used to examine decision making regarding 
women offenders 

There is one further term which deserves consideration in this section, namely 
discourse The dictionary definition of discourse refers to talk, conversation and 
dissertation Within social science it takes on a wider meaning as a result of its 
close association with a particular theoretical and methodological position which 
is covered in detail in Section 4 2 ,  namely discourse analysis, one varlant of what 

I is descrrbed as critical analysis of text As with documents and texts, discourses 

I 
are concerned with communication However, as Worrall points out, discourse 
goes much further than that 'to embrace all aspects of a communication - not 
only its content, but its author (who says it?), its authority (on what grounds?), its 

1 audience (to whom?), its objective (in order to achieve what?)' (Worrall, 1990, p 8) 

Discourse encompasses sets of ideas, statements or knowledge wh~ch are domi- 
nant at a particular time among particular sets of people (e.g 'expert pro- 
fessionals') and which are held in relation to other sets of individuals (e.g patients 
or offenders) Such knowledge, ideas and statements provide explanations of what 
is problematic about the patients or offenders, why it is problematic and what 
should be done about it. In providing authority for some explanations, other 
forms of explanation are excluded Impliclt In the use of such knowledge is the 
application of power In some instances, discourses may be viewed as imposed by 
professionals on clients but this 1s not necessarily the case Discourses really come 
into their own when the cllent, for whatever reason and by whatever means, 
shares the professional's analysis of the problem and the means of addresstng it. 
As indicated earlrer, discourse involves all forms of communication, including talk 
and conversation. In the latter, however, it 1s not restricted exclusively to verbal- 
ized propositions, but can include ways of seeing, categorizing and reacting to the 
social world as in everyday practices, such as policing practices. Its relevance to 
this unit is that discourse can also be text expressed through the medium of docu- 
ments. 

2.1 TYPES OF DOCUMENT 

A wide range of documents has been used In social research, including the 
following 

Life histories 
The hfe history is slmilar to a biography or autobiography and is a means by 
which an individual provides a written record of his or her own life in his or her 
own terms. It can include a descriptive summary of life events and experiences 

and also an account of the social world from the subject's point of view There is 
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no concern with whether the account is 'right' or 'wrong'; if a subject sees the 
world in a particular way then that way is, for that person, 'nght' The examination 
of social perspectives and images is often a forerunner to the analysis of social 
actions, the assumption bemg that actions are underpmned by the way in which 
the social world is mterpreted by actors. 

Life h~stories may be written by the subject or by a second party, often a social 
scientist A major landmark In the development of l~fe  h~story as a method was 
Thomas and Znaniecki's m e  Polzsh Peasant zn Europe and America, volume one 
of which comprises a 300-page l~fe  history of a Polish emigre to Chicago in the 
early part of the twent~eth century (Thomas and Znanieck~, 1958; first published m 
1918-20). It provides an account, not only of life in an Amer~can city at that tlme, 
but also of the way in which it was experienced by the immigrant. Follow~ng 
Thomas and Znan~ecki's work, the life h~story became an important element in 
what was known as the Chicago School of Soc~ology of the 1930s wh~ch focused 
especially on the problems of urban life 

Another important example of life history within the Chicago School was Clifford 
Shaw's TbeJack Roller (Shaw, 19301, the story of Stanley, an adolescent boy whom 
Shaw met in prlson where Stanley had been sent for 'jack rolling' (an activity akin 
to what we would now call muggmg) It tells, In graphic detail, of Stanley's early 
upbringing and his years in various ~nstitutions before livmg on the streets and 
eventually becommg a jack roller. This was one of several life h~stories wh~ch led 
Shaw to formulate ~deas  about the transmission of cr~minal attitudes and values. 
T h ~ s  1s illustrative of the way in which the collection and analysis of life history 
data can lead to formulation of social theory. 

The diary 
The diary has been used by both psychologists and sociologists but for different 
types of analysis For example, the psychologist Allport focused on d~aries as the 
prime means of uncovering the dynam~cs, structure and functioning of mental life 
(Allport, 1942) Also, Lur~a (1972) used diar~es, among other accounts, to explore 
the experience of bram damage, leading to short-term memory loss The sociol- 
og~st Oscar Lewis (1959) used diaries to assemble data about the economy, 11fe- 
style and daily activ~ties of indiv~duals in poor Mexican famil~es. More recently, the 
diary has been used to gain insights into phys~cal condit~ons and constraints of 
imprisonment, and ind~viduals' subjective expenences, reactions and responses to 
them, as, for example, In Boyle's chronicling of his life in a number of Scott~sh 
prisons (Boyle, 1984) In a more formal sense, d ~ a r ~ e s  can be used as part of sur- 
vey methods, as in the National Food Survey outlmed in Unit 9, in which families 
are asked to list their food mtake over a period of one week 

Newspapers and magazines 
The use of newspapers has been central in what is usually referred to as media 
analysis Med~a analys~s has several interests, one of which is an examination of 
the way In which stereotypes of categories of people or types of action are creat- 
ed, reinforced and amplified with wide-ranging consequences for those people 
and actions For example, newspapers have been used to examme the portrayal of 
folk devils such as 'mods' and 'rockers' (Cohen, 1972), and the creatlon and career 
of the label and stereotype of 'mugger' in the Brit~sh press (Hall et a l ,  1978) 
Another example is Pearson's Hoolgan A Histoy of Respectable Fears (1983) 
which relies heavily on nineteenth-century copies of the magazine Punch to 
examme the h~storical portrayal of the 'hooligan' and also to question the popular 
assertion that hooligan~sm is a recent phenomenon. Pearson notes that politicians 
of whatever decade often enlist a '20-year rule' which asserts that the quality of 
hfe, especially In relation to less street crime, was much better 20 years earlier. 
Pearson's analyses of Punch and other magazines and newspapers show m 
graph~c detail that hool~gan~sm and theft in the street accompanied by violence 
(what is now called 'muggmg') were qulte common m urban areas in nineteenth- 
century Br~tain. 
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Letters 
Along with a life history, the analysis of letters played a central part in Thoinas 
and Znaniecki's 7%e Polzsh Peasant zn Europe and America For example, the 
authors were able to gain access to letters sent by emigres to relatives in Poland, 
which they used to gain ins~ght Into the experiences of assimilation into American 
culture The problem with the use of letters in social research is that they have a 
tendency not to be very focused, though where they are they can be a valuable 
source of unsolicited data. This is the case, for example, with letters written on a 
specific issue to newspapers, which can be used to identify differing and some- 
times conflicting political viewpoints in relation to that issue 

Stories, essays and other writings 
Researchers can make use of essays or other writings which are already m exist- 
ence or can solicit such writings as part of their research des~gn. For example, 
analyses of childrens' wr~tings have been used to explore their experience of 
home, fam~ly and social relations (Steedman, 1982), whereas Cohen and Taylor's 
(1972) examination of the subjective experiences of imprisonment and strategies 
of psychological survival among long-term prisoners was in part founded on an 
analysis of essays and poems on topics suggested by Cohen and Taylor them- 
selves. This strategy was consistent with the qualitative, naturalistic and discovery- 
based methodological approach, directed at uncovering the subjective experiences 
of prisoners, and it was also appropriate on practical grounds in so far as Cohen 
and Taylor gained access to the prison and to prisoners in their role as visiting, 
part-time lecturers. As such, they were m an  deal positlon to solic~t essays and 
other writings for research purposes 

Official documents and records 
l 

A great many official documents and records on a wide range of topics are avail- 
able for analysis. An important part of the activities of state relates to the pro- 
duction of official documents as, for instance, forerunners to legislation (as is the 
case with Green Papers and White Papers), as part of the regular review of activi- 
ties of Departments of State or institutions under their control (e g reports of Sel- 
ect Committees of the House of Commons), or as part of the mvest~gation of 
events or problems in the running of institutions (as is the case with some Royal 
Commissions) The discussion of critical analyses of documents in Section 4 will 
consider two such official documents the Control Review Committee on Prisons 
(an example of a regular review) and the Woolf Inquiry into prison disturbances 
(an example of a one-off investigation of problems in one sector of state- 
controlled inst~tutions). Official documents provide valuable data for the analysis 
of official definitions of what is defined as problematic, what is viewed as the 
explanation of the problem, and what is deemed to be the preferred solution In 
this way, the analysis of such documents prov~des an important element in the 
critical analysis of texts 

Apart from documents at a societal or macro level, there are other official docu- 
ments at an institutional or mlcro level which can be just as important to the 

l disposal and destiny of individuals. These are organizational records which define 
what is, or is not, problematic about individuals, which put forward explanations 
for behaviour and actions and which record dec~s~ons  relating to outcomes. Of 
course, such indiv~dual records are not necessarily separate from official docu- 
ments operating at a societal level in so far as there 1s often a close interconnec- 
tion between the formulation of concepts, explanations and solutions at one level 
and such formulation and application at another Official records from a variety of 
settings have been examined For example, Kitsuse and Cicourel (1963), working 
within what will later be described as an interpretatzve approach, analysed pupils' 
records to make assertions about the labels and stereotypes assigned by teachers, 
and about the consequences of these In Section 4 we shall consider the writings 
of Anne Worrall (1990) who, working w~thin what is subsequently described as 
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Such classifications can be useful in themselves. However, for Scott the usefulness 
of a classification based on the criteria he suggests is that it poses four key ques- 
tions pertaining to the validity of particular documentary sources. Who has and 
has not authored a document, and the degree to which a document is accessible 
or withheld, influences its authenticity (whether it is original and genuine); its 
credzbilzty (whether ~t rs accurate), its representatzvenes. (whether it is represent- 
ative of the totality of documents of its class), and its meaning (what it is intended 
to say) This list encompasses most of the questions included in Section 5 3, 'Sum- 
mary of some further questions to ask', in Unit 13. You should refresh your 
memory of these before moving on 

2.2 THE USE O F  DOCUMENTS 

ACTIVITY 2 
Wr~ te  a few notes on the ways In wh~ch you thmk documents could be used In research 
Where poss~ble, use examples from precedmg parts of  the course To help prompt your 
thoughts, thmk about ways In wh~ch documents can be used, 

(a) at d~fferent stages of research, 

(b) In conjunct~on w ~ t h  other methods of research, 

(c) as the sole source o f  data. 

The literature search and evaluation 1s a vital preliminary to most social inquiry 
and within that, of course, documentary sources play a central part The range of 
sources is not restricted to academic writings but can encompass the full spectrum 
outlined in the previous section The literature review plays an Important role in 
the early formulation of the general research problem, and in the further refine- 
ment of research questions, and may even be the source of specific hypotheses 
Where documents give access to actors' concepts and perspectives, the develop- 
ment of theory to guide subsequent research can be 'grounded' in such concepts 
and perspectives. For example, an analysis of school records may show that 
teachers consistently use concepts such as 'duds', 'deadbeats', 'spurters' and 'high- 
fliers' to distinguish pupils Such concepts can form the basis of theoretical con- 
cepts used in explanations of decision making by teachers and of subsequent 
effects on pupil careers Where documents are used in formulation of problems, 
questions, hypotheses and theoretical developments, they are often referred to as 
'sensitizing devices' 

With regard to research design, especially survey research design, a reading of 
relevant documents can give insights into how a population ought to be defined 
in terms of the significant groups or sub-groups to be included, and also into how 
the sample should be selected, perhaps in terms of the approprrate stratification 
factors to be used. Documents can also be used to suggest the topics to be 
covered in questionnaires, especially In terms of those topics which are most 
meaningful to the subjects themselves, and to help in the formulation of question 
wording in ways that are understandable to them. With regard to ethnograph~c 
research, the researcher will typically use secondary sources to gain a detaded 
knowledge of the type of social setting under consideration, the range of groups it 
includes and the potential problems of access. 

There are occasions when documentary sources are used alongside other forms of 
data collection as a predetermined part of the research design For example, in 
Unit 9 detailed reference was made to the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Devel- 
opment (Farrington, 1989), a longitudinal survey of young people, some of whom 
were to become offenders and others who were not The survey was largely 
based on interviews with the young people, therr families and teachers. However, 
it also used documentary sources in order to check the validity of data about 
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offenders collected from self-report interviews The use of one method to validate 
conclusions drawn from another method is known as triangulation (see, for 
example, Denzin, 1978), a term to which you were introduced in earlier units of 
this course 

Unit 9 also introduced ways in which documents can be used on their own in 
social inquiry For example, it was noted that social surveys are sometimes 
assumed to apply exclusively to samples of individuals However, other units can 
be sampled, including documents. The formal use of documents in this way is 
sometimes known as content analysis and will be introduced in the next section 
Documents may also become the sole source of data. This can occur where there 
is no means of gaining access to respondents, even if this were desirable, or 
where respondents are dead It is for the latter reason that documents play an 
important part in historical research 

A useful distinction emerges from the above examples, namely between docu- 
ments as resources in research and documents as objects of research Where docu- 
ments assist in problem formulation, in research design decisions or to triangulate 
with other forms of data, they can be viewed as resources in research. Where 
documents represent the sole focus, they can be viewed as the objects of research 
The emphasis in this unit is on the latter This is especially the case with regard to 
critical analysis of text, in which documents are treated as objects of inquiry in 
their own right, especially in terms of their being mechanisms by which 
knowledge and power are applied 

3 TRADITIONS IN 
DOCUMENTARY ANALYSIS 
This section, and Section 4 which follows, consider the ways in which three broad 
theoretical paradigms have each influenced the analysis of documents 

READING 
You should now turn to Chapter 5, 'Tradltlons In documentary analys~s' by Victor jupp 
and Clwe Norns, In the Reader: Read the sect~on headed 'The onglns of documentary 
analys~s'. Wh~le readlng, make notes on the following, 

I What 1s the ~mportance of Thomas and Znanleckl's work? 

2 What main theoret~cal and methodolog~cal strands can be detected In the develop- 
ment of documentary analys~s? 

Historically, the analysis of documents has played an important part in academic 
endeavour. However, Thomas and Znaniecki's work was influential in establishing 
documentary analysis withtn twentieth-century social science They were con- 
cerned with aspects of Polish immigration into the USA, especially Chicago, during 
the 1920s Their book 7he Polzsh Peasant zn Europe and America is renowned for 
its use of personal and other documents. These included letters that emigrks sent 
back home, a major life history of Vladeck, a Polish peasant, materials from a 
newspaper established by Polish immigrants, official documents from agencies in 
Poland, and records and reports from social work agencies and courts in the USA. 

With regard to the second question you were asked, three main strands in docu- 
mentary analysis are discernible - the positivist, the interpretative and the critical 
It is important to recognize that these represent very broad paradigms and include 
within them a number of sub-plots Also, one should be wary of seeing positivist, 




