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Writing People: Reflections on
the Dual Crises of Representation
and Legitimation in Qualitative
Inquiry

. Andrew C. Sparkes

This paper begins with a focus on the crisis of representation within qualitative
inquiry and its implications for how authors write themselves and others in
and out of their texts in physical education (PE) and sport. The rhetorical
dimensions of research accounts and how they act as persuasive fictions are
highlighted. Specific attention is given to how issues of voice(s) and author
positioning are dealt with in the tales told by different research traditions.
A range of alternative tales in PE and sport are considered, including confes-
sional and impressionist tales, narratives of the self, poetic representations,
ethnographic drama, and ethnographic fictions. The crisis of legitimation is
then considered in detail. Researchers need to develop a reflexive self-
awareness regarding the rhetorical and stylistic conventions of the tales they
tell in order to bring the tales within the author’s explicit and methodological
understandings.

Qualitative researchers need to be storytellers. That, rather than any dis-
dain for number crunching, ought to be one of their distinguishing attri-
butes. To be able to tell (which, in academia, essentially means to be able
to write) a story well is crucial to the enterprise. When we cannot engage
others to read our stories—our completed and complete accounts—then
our efforts at descriptive research are for naught. (Wolcott, 1994, p. 17)

In a recent review of the history of qualitative research this century Denzin
and Lincoln (1994) spoke of five key moments, of which the third (1970-1986),
following the traditionalist period and the modernist phase, was characterized
by a blurring of genres. This involved a softening of boundaries between different
arts, between science and art, between fact and fiction, and between different
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academic disciplines so as to make possible the uses of writing styles and genres
that would have been previously considered inferior or nonliterary. During the
mid-1980s a profound rupture occurred signaling the arrival of the fourth moment
that was characterized by a crisis of representation. According to Marcus and
Fischer (1986), this crisis arose from a growing uncertainty regarding the adequate
means to describe social reality and led to a reassessment of dominant ideas
across the human sciences. It was not just the ideas themselves that came under
attack but also the paradigmatic style in which ideas were represented in terms
of how rtesearchers ‘‘write’” (explain, describe, index) the social. In relation to
this, Geertz (1988) commented as follows:

The gap between engaging others where they are and representing them
where they aren’t, always jmmense but not much noticed, has suddenly
become extremely visible. What was once technically difficult, getting
““their’’ lives into ‘our’’ works, has turned morally, politically, even episte-

mologically, delicate. (p. 130)

The crisis of representation remains in the form of a continued questioning
of the assumption that qualitative researchers can directly capture lived experi-
ence. Such lived experience is now taken to be created in the social text by the
researcher, which means that the link between text and experience has become
increasingly problematic. The crisis of representation is coupled with a crisis of
legitimation that, according to Denzin and Lincoln (1994), problematizes the
traditional criteria used to evaluate qualitative research; a serious rethinking of
such terms as validity, generalizability, and reliability becomes necessary. These
interrelated crises operate in tandem to define and shape the fifth moment of
qualitative research which is fueled by, and embedded in, the discourses of
postmodernism and poststructuralism.' This process serves to confront qualitative
researchers in the social sciences with a host of problems relating to how language
operates in all stages of their inquiry, from fieldwork to the production of the
final report.

In keeping with the linguistic or rhetorical turns in social theory influenced
by postmodemism/poststructuralism, language is no longer seen as a transparent
medium through which the world may be experienced and expressed. Similarly,
neither speech nor writing is taken to furnish a privileged, neutral mechanism
of representation. Atkinson (1992) states the problem as follows:

Language is always ““incomplete.”” It does not give us an exhaustive de-
scription of the physical or social world. However ‘factual’’ or *‘realistic”’
a text appears to be, it is inescapably dependent on the conventions of
reading and writing that its producer and consumers bring to bear. (p. 38)

Language, therefore, is a constitutive force that creates a particular view of reality.

No textual staging can ever be innocent. Whose voices are included in the
text, and how they are given weight and interpreted, along with questions of
priority and juxtaposition, are not just textual strategies but are political concerns

_ that have moral consequences. How we as researchers choose to write about

others has profound implications, not just for how readable the text is but also
for how the people the text portrays are “read’’ and understood. Not surprisingly,
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