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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, 
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interpretative and critical approaches as mutually exclusive, because they blur at 
the edges and so any given piece of documentary analysis cannot always be 
neatly pigeonholed as positivist, interpretative or critical researchers take their 
influences from a number of different sources 

3.1 THE POSITIVIST AND INTERPRETATIVE USES O F  
DOCUMENTS 

READING 
At thrs point, you should read the sect~ons ent~tled 'Pos~trvism and documents' and 'The 
interpretative trad~tion and documents', In Chapter 5 of the Reader. Wh~le reading, make 
notes on the following: 

I What are the marn features of the pos~t~v~st use of documents? 

2 What are the mar features of the interpretatwe use of documents? 

The positivist approach to documents - sometimes referred to as content analy- 
szs - is typified by Holsti (19691, who Itemized five main features These are that 
procedures should be systematic and objective, the analysis should have gener- 
ality, it should be quantitative and it should focus on the manifest content of 
documents Content analysts are interested in counting the number of times par- 
ticular words or themes appear in a document - a newspaper, for example They 
may also measure the number of column inches given to particular kinds of 
stories - crime stories as opposed to others, for example - or the size of head- 
lines associated with types of stories. These procedures have led to the viewpoint 
that content analysis is a purely technical process 

Once the initial categories are chosen, it is possible for techniques to 
be applied by assistants who have not been involved in the develop- 
ment of the theory and to be checked for technical objectivity by 
adherents of rival theoretical frameworks The origin of the categories 
is assumed to be irrelevant to the formal validity of the method It has 
even been argued that content analysis could be undertaken by an 
appropriately programmed computer, using index and data-base 
systems as alternatives to human researchers 

Typically, research designs cluster around one or more of the following questions 
What are the characteristics of the content? What inferences can be made about 
the causes and generatton of content? What inferences can be made about the 
effects of communication? In emphasizing the manifest content of documents 
there is an assumption that the content unambiguously represents the meaning, 
and the latter is therefore treated neither as problematic nor as a prime focus of 
Interest. Thls is what a meant by the Representational Model - the content 
represents the meaning 

By way of contrast, the interpretative approach places social meanings at the 
centre of any analysis; that is, meanings attributed to the contents of documents 
by producers and by audiences and the subsequent consequences for individuals 
and social groups. In doing this, the interpretative tradition IS at odds with the 
positivist assumptions of a correspondence between intent, content and effect on 
different audiences and of the belief that there is a common universe of meanings 
uniting all relevant parties. What the interpretative tradition brings to the research 
agenda is a focus on the ways in which meanings are assigned both by authors 
and audiences and the subsequent consequences The interpretative approach to 
documents is very close to the ethnographic tradition in social research. 


