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Abstract
This paper focuses on the methodological challenges of ‘embodying’ qualitative research. While 
a substantial literature exists on theoretical aspects of the ‘turn to bodies’, there is little work 
which has grappled with its methodological implications. This article provides a brief overview and 
critique of approaches to embodied qualitative methodologies developed in the social sciences 
over the last decade. The paper also articulates theoretical-methodological strategies that could 
be useful in the effort to develop ‘embodied methodologies’. The theoretical-methodological 
strategies outlined include: theorising the embodied subject, problematizing transcription and 
using poetic representational and methodological devices. These strategies are discussed in 
relation to a research project exploring women’s narratives of childbirth and shows their use in 
tracing and representing the sensual body in qualitative analysis.
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Introduction

This article focuses on the methodological challenges of ‘embodying’ qualitative research. 
While social science interest in embodiment is old news and researchers have been attempt-
ing to ‘bring the body back in’ (Frank, 1990) for the last 30 years, there is little work which 
has reflected on the methodological aspects of the ‘turn to bodies’. In this paper I provide 
an overview of the various approaches utilised in the drive to provide ‘fleshier’ modes of 
qualitative research and develop ‘embodied methodologies’ (Inckle, 2010). I also present 
some theoretical and analytic strategies that I found useful in trying to do embodied analy-
sis in a research project on women’s childbirth narratives. These strategies included: 
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2 Qualitative Research 

theorising the embodied subject, problematizing transcription and using poetic representa-
tional devices to highlight multivocality and bodily contradictions.

Background and challenges

Influenced by post-structuralism, the social sciences have experienced a widespread 
‘turn to the text’ since the 1970s. As a result, analyses of language, talk, text and dis-
course have dominated critical work in the humanities and social sciences for several 
decades (Hook, 2003). There have, however, been some concerns about the ‘turn to 
language’, principally regarding that which is potentially ‘left out’ of discursive analy-
ses. Theorists have thus asked: what about the extra-discursive? What about flesh, bodies 
and materiality? What about affect and emotion? Researchers have turned to a range of 
different approaches in trying to answer these questions. As a result, we have had a series 
of recent extra-discursive ‘turns’ in the social sciences, including the ‘turn to bodies’, the 
‘sensory turn’ and the ‘affective turn’.

However, while a significant corpus of theoretical articles and books have been 
written about bodies, embodiment and affect, less work has taken on the task of grap-
pling with how we translate these theoretical insights into concrete methodological 
tools and approaches. Despite a large body of qualitative research in the social sciences 
which has explored various aspects of bodily life and embodied experience, ‘the body’ 
usually features in such work simply as an inert object which research subjects talk 
about. As Frank (1995: 27) says, 'no satisfactory solution has been found to avoid 
reducing the body to a thing that is described' in qualitative research. This observation 
is still salient today, two decades of research later. Some have thus called for 'better 
sensory methodologies’ (Harris and Guillemin, 2012: 692) or more 'full-bodied' 
research (Sandelowski, 2002: 104).

But how do we ‘do’ ‘fleshier’ research? How do we find ways of doing embodied quali-
tative research which goes beyond the regular scenario of describing and interrogating talk 
about the body? How do we succeed in attending to the bodily and fleshy aspects of story-
telling and talk? Rather than offering definitive solutions or answers, this paper tries to 
open up space for thinking and debate by presenting some of the strategies I employed in 
efforts to grapple with and apply practical and analytic ways of ‘embodying’ qualitative 
methodology in relation to a research project exploring women’s birthing narratives.

Tracing the sensual bodies in birth narratives

My interest in ‘embodied methodologies’ grew out of a research project on women’s 
childbirth narratives. The project did not initially set out to study embodiment or ‘birth-
ing bodies’; the project was interested in the ways in which women narrated birth. 
Twenty-five middle-class South African women were interviewed in the initial stage of 
the project. In later phases of the research I also interviewed 35 low-income women 
about their experiences of childbirth. Although I had never heard of ‘sensory interview-
ing’ at the time, I instinctively asked question such as, ‘what did that feel like?’, ‘what 
were you thinking/feeling at the time?’ and ‘what was the process like emotionally’? 
This line of questioning was probably largely to do with my own curiosity about the birth 
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experience given that I have never given birth myself. Interestingly, women were often 
nonplussed at these kinds of questions and many struggled to answer sensory or ‘fleshy’ 
kind of questions. It began to seem as if there was no fully-formed language or vocabu-
lary with which to speak about the fleshy, emotional, intensely embodied experience of 
giving birth. In their efforts to articulate the embodied birth experience, some women 
weaved complex metaphorical descriptions while others resorted to clichés as language 
seemed to fail them. For example:

Angela: I dunno if I could describe giving birth, I mean [how would I describe giving birth?] I 
mean it’s just a phenomenal experience… (trails off)

Jeannie: You go into such a mystical space, it’s like a completely different head-space, it’s very 
difficult to describe…. (trails off)

Stephanie: The pain, um, of each contraction which is indescribable (*) um (*) but also, but also 
an emotional experience, um (*) which, I don’t even know if there’re words to it because it’s 
about birthing which is such a profound, profound experience (*) um, I don’t remember what 
the question was? (laughs)

At the same time as women struggled to answer direct questions about the fleshy, embod-
ied experience of birth, their narratives were nonetheless suffused with bodies. These 
bodies included both libidinal traces of the birthing bodies now being told and repre-
sented in speech and the performative bodies telling/talking about birth experiences. It 
was my attempt to make sense of these multiple bodies in women’s narratives of birth 
that initiated my search for more body-centred modes of analysis and interpretation. 
Before exploring these strategies more fully, I first briefly discuss approaches other 
researchers have used in trying to develop ‘embodied methodologies’.

‘Embodied methodologies’: approaches and strategies

A range of different methodological strategies have been deployed in attempts to 
‘embody’ qualitative methods. These include: embodied reflexivity, various data col-
lection strategies and experimental efforts to embody interpretation and writing. 
Practicing forms of embodied reflexivity has emerged as the predominant way in 
which qualitative researchers have sought to ‘embody’ their research practices and 
make visible their own positionings as 'embodied selves' (Sandelowski 2002: 108). A 
spate of studies have explored the impacts of researchers’ bodies on research activities, 
interpretation and knowledge production (Burns, 2006; Ellingson, 2006; Rice, 2009; 
Turner and Norwood, 2013). Researchers are committed to articulating 'the embodied 
experience of research – the feel, sight, and sound of it' (Turner and Norwood, 2013: 
696). While clearly a useful addition to qualitative research on reflexivity, it is not 
clear to what extent this work actually helps us with the problem of doing research 
about bodies and embodied experience. The focus on embodied reflexivity is also in 
danger, as acknowledged by Rice (2009), of falling victim to the problem of centring 
the bodily experiences of the researcher and inadvertently marginalising the experi-
ences of research participants.

 at University College London on December 3, 2016qrj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qrj.sagepub.com/


4 Qualitative Research 

Other researchers have attempted to develop concrete body-centred qualitative meth-
odological strategies. For example, ‘memory work’ has been put forward as a form of data 
collection and methodology which might be able to bring fleshy bodies back into qualita-
tive research (Gillies et al., 2004). In this method, small groups are formed which write 
memories about a concrete, embodied experience (e.g. pain) which are then discussed in 
the group and analysed. Gillies et al. (2004) argue that memory work facilitates a meth-
odological space in which participants can write about and explore difficult to articulate 
embodied experiences. Memory work however remains dependent on written and verbal 
articulations and as such is mired in the same problems as conventional qualitative work.

Other researchers have sought to ‘embody’ qualitative research via interviewing tech-
niques and strategies. For example, Harris and Guillemin (2012) propose utilising sen-
sory questions (i.e. asking participants what something felt like) and using sensory 
prompts such as photographs, objects, drawings and sound recordings. The use of photo-
graphs in facilitating interviews is a well-known technique in qualitative research. Orr 
and Phoenix (2014) argue that photo-elicitation is a particularly useful tool to trigger 
participants’ accounts of embodied and sensory experiences. Other researchers have 
used different kinds of prompts, such as painting (Gillies et al., 2005) and cue cards 
(Sutton, 2011). Different styles of interviewing have also been put forward as useful 
means of embodying qualitative research. For example, Stelter (2010) proposes ‘body-
anchored interviewing’ (inspired by psychotherapy) in which various interview tech-
niques are used to elicit body-based experiential narratives.

A smaller group of researchers have tried to rethink writing and representation strate-
gies as part of the effort to develop embodied methodologies. For these researchers it is 
not enough to reflect on their position as embodied selves or to use innovative data col-
lection and interviewing strategies. In what is an even more challenging and difficult 
move, they attempt to embody interpretation, research representation and the writing 
process itself. Thus for Kay Inckle (2010: 27), ‘embodied methodologies’ are also about 
'representing research which reflects the embodied nature of the subject matter'. In her 
own project on ‘body marking’ (also known as self-injury and body-modification), 
Inckle (2010) turned to the practice of writing ethnographic fictions as a key component 
of her project to develop embodied methodologies.

The various strategies that have been proposed, for example – memory work, sensory 
interviewing, body-anchored interviewing and the use of prompts to facilitate talking 
about embodied experiences such as cue cards, painting and photographs – are still fun-
damentally based upon talk about the body and bodily experience. While some of the 
prompts proposed might facilitate more detailed bodily and sensual descriptions by 
research participants, they nonetheless still rely heavily on verbal descriptions of embod-
ied experiences. As several have pointed out, language is often inadequate when it comes 
to representing bodily sensations, feelings and experiences (Gillies et al., 2004; Brown 
et al., 2011). Despite a decade’s worth of grappling with ‘embodied methodologies’, it 
would seem that we are no closer to solving the problem identified by Arthur Frank 
(1995) twenty years ago, namely that:

Although the body has been a frequent topic of social science in recent years, no satisfactory 
solution has been found to avoid reducing the body to a thing that is described (1995: 27).
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The driving impetus and assumption behind most work on bodies/embodied methodolo-
gies is to ‘get beyond’ the discursive, talk and text. It seems we are no closer to solutions 
as to how to go about doing this in qualitative research. However, perhaps the objectives 
and starting points for developing ‘embodied methodologies’ need more careful ques-
tioning. Should a key objective of embodied qualitative methodologies be to find ways 
of accessing ‘the body’ outside of talk, language and discourse?

If we read Frank (1995) carefully, he is suggesting that instead of getting participants 
to talk about the body, we need to find ways of hearing the body in and through people’s 
narratives. Stories are told not just about bodies but also through bodies. Frank (1995) is 
thus not asking us to find the body somewhere beyond language and narrative. He is sug-
gesting that we need to find different ways of listening to and for bodies in qualitative 
analyses.

Observing what stories say about the body is a familiar sort of listening; describing stories as 
told through the body requires another level of attention (1995: 2).

Indeed, it is quite possible that there is no methodological innovation beyond language 
which will be able to articulate the fleshy and sensual lived body and that we are mis-
guided if we take this up as a goal of embodied methodologies. It might be more produc-
tive to think of bodies and fleshy, embodied experience are always already there, in our 
qualitative data. Instead of ‘getting beyond’ language, perhaps the goal of embodied 
methodologies should be to try and find new theoretical and methodological ways of 
approaching, tracing and representing the bodies already in our qualitative data and anal-
yses. It is from this departure point that I offer and trace the following strategies that were 
useful to me in my efforts to try and hear traces of the fleshy and sensual bodies in 
women’s stories about birth; these bodies were not beyond language but already there, 
audible as traces, told in and through women’s narratives of childbirth.

Strategies of embodied analysis: hearing bodies in 
qualitative data

Finding a theory of the embodied subject – the ‘speaking being’

How then do we listen for the bodies already in our qualitative data? How do we find 
strategies of representing and analysing the ways in which bodies are ‘simultaneously the 
cause, topic and instrument of whatever new stories are told’ (Frank, 1995: 2). My argu-
ment is that theory is an important and critical resource for thinking about embodied 
analysis in new and productive ways. This has often been overlooked in previous attempts 
to develop fleshier modes of qualitative research or ‘embodied methodologies’. 
Methodological approaches and analytic practices are inevitably steeped in ontological 
assumptions regarding the nature of subjectivity, bodies and language. Meta-theoretical 
positions grounded in individualist understandings of self and mind/body dualism are 
fundamentally antithetical to the development of nuanced embodied qualitative method-
ologies. Theoretical frameworks underpinning embodied methodologies need to be able 
to think and analyse subjectivity as simultaneously both embodied and ideological. 
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Furthermore, while discursive approaches are important critical resources, conceptions of 
the ‘inscribed body’ tend to reduce bodies and embodied experience to discursive effects 
and are thus not necessarily the best frameworks for embodied qualitative analyses. 
Embodied methodologies need to be able to make sense of the embodied energies alive in 
talk and stories and of experiences ‘as lived and felt in the flesh’ (Young, 2005: 7). This 
was particularly crucial to my own research project on women’s birth narratives and as I 
listened to the audio interview material I felt strongly that there were bodily voices crack-
ling in and through the women’s stories. However, theoretically and analytically I didn’t 
know how to think about these embodied voices or how to write about them. It was the 
work of Julia Kristeva and her theory of the ‘speaking body’ or ‘subject-in-process’ that 
provided me with a theoretical framework to begin to think about the powerful embodied 
voices and energies recorded on interview tapes.

Fusing psychoanalysis and linguistics, Kristeva’s theory is an attempt to think subjec-
tivity, bodies, language and ideology simultaneously. Subjectivity is theorised as ‘a 
strange fold’ situated like 'an intersection or crossroads' between the practices of culture, 
discourse, ideology and the body (Boulous-Walker, 1998: 105). Central to her argument 
is the poststructuralist position that there is no subjectivity prior to or outside of language 
(Kristeva, 1986). Importantly however, language here does not simply refer to a system 
of words and meanings. For Kristeva, language is a signifying process in which both 
bodily energies and social constraints become transfused. Crucially, Kristeva’s theory of 
subjectivity departs from other poststructuralist positions by arguing that language itself 
cannot be understood or approached apart from ‘the speaking being’ or bodily subject 
whose living energy infuses meaning into language. The speaking body is thus brought 
back into language by her insistence that bodily energies and rhythms are an essential 
part of the meaning-making process.

According to Kristeva, the signifying process is made up of two different orders, 
namely: a semiotic and symbolic mode. These modes are both necessary for the pro-
duction of meaning and subjectivity (Kristeva, 1984). The symbolic is 'clear and 
orderly meaning' (McAfee, 2004: 15) denoted by the grammar, syntax and logic of 
language while the semiotic is more difficult to define. According to Grosz (1989: 
43), the semiotic is, 'the energies, rhythms, forces and corporeal residues necessary 
for representation'. The semiotic, akin to bodily or fleshy rhythms, desires and sensual 
residues, remains a constant undercurrent within the symbolic and provides the living 
energy which converts static words into a sensual matrix of meaning and which con-
stantly threatens to disrupt univocality, coherence and symbolic logic (Boulous-
Walker, 1998). ‘The body’ and its fleshy energies are thus not seen as separate from 
language and subjectivity. Instead subjectivity is necessarily embodied and contradic-
tory, constituting both an infolding of sociocultural discourses, material contexts and 
ideologies and an outfolding of bodily energies and rhythms. Kristeva’s theory thus 
begins to trouble the binary between language/discourse and ‘the body’ which still 
plagues social theory and qualitative research and which constantly undermines 
efforts to develop ‘embodied methodologies’. She inserts the body into language and 
language into the body (Kristeva, 1984). Language and talk are repositioned in con-
crete bodies and we are reminded that sensual bodily drives and energies (the semi-
otic) are an integral part of meaning-making. In Kristeva’s theory, both subjectivity 
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and discursive meaning are produced via the dialectical play between symbolic and 
semiotic modes. To facilitate the interpretation of texts, Kristeva distinguishes 
between the genotext (analogous to the semiotic) and phenotext (analogous to the 
symbolic). The genotext is 'the potentially disruptive meaning that is not quite a 
meaning below the text' (McAfee, 2004: 24) which erupts as rhyme, repetition, into-
nation and rhythm in speech and texts. The phenotext materialises as the manifest 
layer of meaning/text that is presented as a rational, univocal discourse.

Kristeva’s (1980, 1984, 1986) emphasis on bodily and semiotic energies as an integral 
part of meaning-making provided me with a strong theoretical framework to make sense 
of the poetic, affective and visceral force of bodily energies within women’s birth narra-
tives. However, while providing a theoretical grid with which to think about the mesh of 
intersections between bodies, language and power relations, the challenge remained of 
how to turn this productive theory of the ‘speaking body’ into concrete methodological 
and analytic tools. A key aspect of translating Kristeva’s theory into method was prob-
lematizing the process of transcription.

Turning talk into text: the problem of preserving bodily energies

Taking seriously Kristeva’s theory of the speaking body-subject means a rethinking of 
the process of transcription. Instead of seeing transcription as a fairly automatic and 
transparent process in which talk is seamlessly converted into transcript text, transcrip-
tion has to be repositioned as a critical moment in the research process. It is in the process 
of transcription that embodied voices are often rendered mute and are lost to analysis/
interpretation. Transcription has been widely discussed and debated in conversation 
analysis and discourse analysis (Ashmore et al., 2004) but has not to date been flagged 
as important in efforts to develop ‘embodied methodologies’. Furthermore, despite the 
rich engagement with transcription in the conversation analytic tradition, for many quali-
tative researchers, transcription remains largely an unproblematic, a-theoretical and neu-
tral process of replicating what is on the audio-recording (Lapadat, 2000). Qualitative 
analysts working within grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006), thematic analysis (Braun and 
Clarke, 2006), interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith et al., 2009) and critical 
discourse analysis (Van Dijk, 1999) have tended to take a denaturalised approach to 
transcription in which the substantive content, rather than the form and bodily intricacies 
of speech acts, is foregrounded (Oliver et al., 2005).

As mentioned there is a large and detailed corpus of sociolinguistic work that has been 
published on transcription (see Hepburn and Bolden, 2013; Jefferson, 1985; Psathas and 
Anderson, 2009). This rich body of research is rooted in distinctive epistemological and 
theoretical roots (i.e. ethnomethodology) in which persons are seen largely as rational 
actors. In their approach to transcription, conversation analysts attend to the micro-detail 
of talk and have developed an extensive rhetoric to code language-in-use. This rhetoric 
and its conventions has been described as alienating (Billig, 1999) and as difficult for 
non-specialists to decipher or understand. Underlying conversation analytic approaches 
to transcription are often realist empirical assumptions that sounds and bodily eruptions 
such as crying and laughing can be accurately disciplined into codes and faithfully repro-
duced via elaborate transcription systems (Jefferson, 1985).
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In line with Kristeva’s theory, I wanted to preserve the fleshy and bodily idiosyncra-
sies of speech and talk as a vital performative element of meaning-making; I was not 
interested in producing a ‘realist’ or ‘authentic’ record of speech details as is often the 
case in conversation analysis. I wanted a style of transcription that would show the dis-
ruptive energies of bodily elements and convey a sense of the symbolic meaning/content. 
According to Kristeva, the semiotic and symbolic are dialectical modalities that are both 
integral to meaning-making. I needed to find a way of transcribing talk coherently (and 
without needing a specialist deciphering code) without losing the visceral force of speak-
ing bodies. My positioning within a Kristevan theory of embodied subjectivity, in which 
bodily eruptions in speech (in the form of intonation, pitch, rhythm, laughter) are critical 
to analysis and meaning-making, meant that the dominant qualitative mode of denatural-
ized transcription was untenable. However, the goals of my research were also not com-
patible with conversation analytic frameworks and modes of transcription. I was not, for 
example, interested in analysing the micro-analytic interactions of birth storytelling, nor 
was I interested in producing highly detailed transcripts which would require compli-
cated deciphering to read. My key analytic focus was on capturing the distinctive ‘ways 
of telling’ present in women’s birth stories with the ultimate goal of potentially mapping 
alternative, subterranean story-lines of childbirth.

As a result, I developed an approach to transcription which was guided by my analytic 
and theoretical interests, or as Jefferson (1985: 25) says, 'what we might want to attend 
to'. I adopted a naturalistic approach in which all utterances, sounds and idiosyncrasies 
of speech style were transcribed as fully as possible (Oliver et al., 2005). At the same 
time, my approach to transcription was geared towards readability and flow, unlike the 
orthographic approach favoured by conversation analysts that can become difficult to 
make sense of (Hepburn and Bolden, 2013). I also tried to respect the rhythms of speech 
and did not impose artificial grammatical regulations such as full-stops or commas. My 
chief goal was to try and represent as much of the embodied, performative and breathy 
qualities of speech as possible. Respecting participants’ embodied tellings by attempting 
to transcribe as much of the messy and lively qualities of their utterances as possible, was 
a methodological move which later enabled a focus on ‘ways of telling’ as analytically 
important.

It was not just important that codes were used to denote bodily dimensions of speech. 
The way in which speech and utterances were represented on the page also became theo-
retically important. As opposed to conversation analysis which aspires to capture accu-
rately what was really said or achieve a 'faithful reproduction of the actual sound' 
(Ashmore et al., 2004: 356), my approach had more in common with an ethnopoetic style 
of transcription in which the narrative, poetic and performative aspects of telling are 
highlighted (see Blommaert, 2006). Importantly, ethnopoetic transcription is committed 
to representing the performative aspects of talk/telling and reading ethnopoetic tran-
scripts encourages a re-enactment of the original telling by the reader/audience (O’Dell 
and Willim, 2013). As a result, the transcript becomes itself a 'sensory experience' and 
'prompts new forms of performativity from the bodies of the transcript’s reader' (O’Dell 
and Willim, 2013: 318). The ways in which verbal utterances are spatially and geograph-
ically represented as letters on a page is not insignificant but becomes important as a way 
of evoking sensory mood and dynamics and of 'more closely approximating the rhythm 
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and emotion of an oral narrative' (O’Dell and Willim, 2013: 319). Representing the ways 
in which stories are told is thus not simply a matter of multiplying and complicating 
transcription codes but is also centrally about findings ways of representing transcripts 
as themselves sensory texts and echoes. The form and 'rhetorical architecture' (Moore, 
2013: 15) of the transcript text thus becomes analytically significant. In ethnopoetics, 
narratives are conceptualised as modes of performance or action organised in terms of 
aesthetic or poetic patterns and not in terms of content (Blommaert, 2006). Stories are 
seen in ethnopoetics as naturally organised into lines, verses and stanzas which in and of 
themselves produce patterns of meaning. Crucially, as a result, 'what there is to be told 
emerges out of how it is being told' (Blommaert, 2006: 182).

In my research on women’s birth narratives, a sense of corporeality, fleshiness and 
embodied performance was often found in the ways in which women told stories. As a 
result, trying to re-evoke these bodily energies in the representing of transcript texts 
became critical to analysis. Of course, any effort to do so remains in and of itself inter-
pretive and constructive and does not reflect the ‘reality’ of the actual speech acts. As 
with all transcription, listening and interpretation, these efforts are 'further sets of trans-
formations in a chain' (Ashmore et al., 2004: 371). One of the central aims of my approach 
to transcription was to facilitate analysis of how narratives were told. For example, some 
women told birth stories infused with a strong sense of embodied pleasure or bodily joy. 
Commensurate with a Kristevan view of bodies/language, the semiotic birthing body 
seemed to become transfused into women’s talk and was re-performed in their storytell-
ing. Using a style of transcription inspired by ethnopoetics, I attempted to reproduce 
transcripts as sensory texts re-evoking the visceral dynamics of story-telling. The archi-
tectural use of the page was central to trying to find ways of re-producing the lively and 
pulsating qualities of birth narratives. For example:

Mandy…

Um

and then

she [midwife] said:

‘Alright, so now with the third push, you’re gonna crown her’

and

she said:

‘Otherwise all your pushes are just going to be in vain so just push her and crown her, and then 
we’ll work it from there’

and then

I decided

just like that

I’m not going

I’m not going half measures
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So

I just pushed

incredibly hard on the third contraction

and then

pushed her out (laughs)

Rachelle…

Just like that?!

Mandy…

(with laughter in voice)

Ja [yes]

it’s so funny

Um

and then

Dolores [midwife] was going

‘Yes, that’s right, there’s she’s crowned

OH SHE’S COMING!! OH NO HER HEAD’S OUT!!

HER HEAD’S OUT!!

                                          Rachelle laughs

Mandy…

OH GOD, YEEE(s) (laughs)

she’s he(re)’

                                           Both laughing

It was so funny

 and then

still on all fours hey

I pushed her out

I pushed her to me - through my legs –

and gave her a little kiss

from her mom.

[Constructed from 17 lines of transcript text]

In the poetic representation above, the performative qualities of birth-storytelling are 
highlighted. A sense of bodily pleasure evoked by talking about birth was rarely directly 

 at University College London on December 3, 2016qrj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://qrj.sagepub.com/


Chadwick 11

expressed by women. Instead it emerged ‘between the lines’ in the fleshy ways in which 
words, sounds, phrases and stories were told. For example, in Mandy’s depiction of her 
birth experience above she never directly states that the birth was joyous, exciting or 
pleasurable. However, in its performative telling and in its distinctive narrative form, the 
audience/listener or reader is hit by a visceral sense of excitement, energy and thrilling 
exuberance. Using poetic styles of transcription allows more room to evoke the disrup-
tive and bodily qualities of storytelling which cannot be contained as transcript codes. 
While the transformation of sounds and utterances into words on a page will always be 
limited, flawed and partial re-productions, transcriptions need to be re-thought as open 
and sensory texts rather than closed, realist and empirical reflections of what was really 
communicated. The use of poetic styles of transcription are important tools in moving 
embodied methodologies into the realm of qualitative interpretation and analysis. Below 
I discuss the potential of poetic analytic devices for embodied modes of qualitative 
analysis.

Multivocality and poetic analytic devices: listening for embodied excess 
and contradiction/s

Problematizing transcription and the representation of transcript text is critical in attempt-
ing to evoke the sensory dimensions of storytelling and ‘do’ qualitative research that is 
attuned to bodily and affective dynamics. However, what about the process of ‘embody-
ing’ analysis and interpretation? As indicated in the overview presented earlier, attempts 
to develop embodied methodologies have been largely silent about how to extend sen-
sory approaches to qualitative research into the realm of analysis (O’Dell and Willim, 
2013). Returning to Frank (1995), how do we listen analytically for the multiple ‘bodies’ 
and ‘voices’ in narratives? How do we push embodied analysis further than merely com-
menting on how participants talk about embodied experiences? Kristeva provides a rich 
theoretical framework for thinking about the relations between bodies, language and 
ideology; how could this theory be transformed into concrete analytic tools? What ana-
lytic strategies would facilitate a focus on subjectivity as polylogical, ideological, poten-
tially contradictory and embodied?

The listening guide, developed by Carol Gilligan and colleagues, offers some useful 
tools in efforts to begin to develop embodied analysis. While the ontological assumptions 
of this methodology are not always compatible with Kristeva’s theory of the subject (i.e. 
in its notions of an inner self that can be revealed and a lack of attention to power rela-
tions), aspects of the method nonetheless proved to be very useful in my efforts to listen 
to embodied voices in birth narratives. While the method assumes an inner self/psyche, 
importantly this self is not assumed to be univocal or coherent. Instead the listening guide 
conceptualises subjectivity as made up of multiple, competing and potentially contradic-
tory voices. This conceptualisation is extremely important for researchers trying to listen 
to the inter-tangled layers of ‘bodies’ present in stories functioning as 'simultaneously the 
cause, topic, and instrument of whatever new stories are told' (Frank, 1995: 2).

Rooted in psychoanalytic and relational theory, the listening guide involves a series of 
‘listenings’ that allow the researcher to ‘tune-in’ and distinguish different voices embed-
ded within narratives. These listenings involve (a) listening for the plot and one’s own 
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responses to the interview, narrator and narrative, (b) listening for the ‘I’ voice and (c) 
listening for contrapuntal voices (Gilligan et al., 2003). Listening for the ‘I voice’ 
involves following the use of the word ‘I’, together with any 'seemingly important 
accompanying words' (Gilligan et al., 2003: 162), throughout the transcript text. ‘I 
poems’ are then constructed by pulling out the use of the ‘I’ pronoun (in sequential order) 
and positioning these phrases as separate lines to approximate a poem. The use of ‘I 
poems’ allow the researcher to focus on subjectivity as a shifting movement and creates 
'an associative stream of consciousness carried by a first person voice' (Gilligan et al., 
2003: 163). Focussing on listening to, identifying and tracing the movement of different 
‘voices’ in stories and transcript texts forces researchers to grapple with the multiple lay-
ers of complexity and contradiction within individual narratives. This is important in the 
context of most qualitative analytic methods which are geared towards identifying com-
monalities, themes and continuities rather than attending to discontinuities, differences 
and contradictions. Contradictions are often ‘smoothed over’ in qualitative analyses 
rather than engaged with. Taking Kristeva’s theory of the two dialectical modes (the 
semiotic and symbolic) of signification seriously means trying to find ways of listening 
to both the manifest content of stories/talk and its underside which disrupts 'clear and 
orderly meaning' (McAfee, 2004: 15) and emerges in storytelling as moments of excess, 
contradiction, incoherence and ambiguity. These moments of narrative excess are akin to 
what McKendy (2006) refers to as ‘narrative debris’ or the ‘ rough spots’ (2006: 474) in 
narratives which do not conform to univocal or tidy analytic interpretations. Moments of 
excess, ‘rough spots’ or debris cannot be disciplined into singular interpetations or neatly 
manicured themes and include a myriad of different types of laughter, repetitions, 
humour, incoherent utterances and narrative inconsistencies and contradictions. These 
moments of excess are usually pruned out of transcripts and out of qualitative analyses 
because of interpretative difficulties. Efforts to develop embodied analysis need to start 
with acknowledging these moments of excess and ambiguity as theoretically and analyti-
cally important. Recognising that storytelling is a thoroughly embodied performance 
(Langellier and Peterson, 2004) and that signification depends on both manifest orderly 
content and bodily, affective rhythms, disruptions and excess means that stories need to 
be listened to on multiple levels. In particular, attention to the ways in which stories are 
told as embodied performances needs to be as important as attention to content.

The listening guide provides a set of analytic steps which facilitate listening to stories 
on multiple levels. The use of poetic devices (I poems) are particularly salient in this 
regard. In my own use of the listening guide, I constructed ‘I poems’ as well as various 
other pronoun poems, focusing on the use of ‘they’, ‘we’, ‘she’, ‘you’ and ‘it’ as well as 
‘I’. Following the work of Frank (1995) who identifies the repeated use of an ‘and then…
and then…and then’ style of telling as characteristic of a bodily chaos narrative, I also 
followed the use of this phrase where relevant. In some cases, I used these techniques to 
construct longer narrative type poems in which chunks of interview material was repre-
sented in poetic form. The use of ‘I poems’ and other pronoun poems proved to be impor-
tant strategies in allowing the multivocal aspects of birth storytelling to be highlighted. 
The complex interplay between ideological voices, moral voices, bodily voices and 
voices of resistance could be identified and illustrated via the use of poetic devices drawn 
from the listening guide. Using ‘I poems’ as an analytic device facilitated being able to 
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‘tune in’ to different voices within one woman’s story, follow the complex movement of 
subjectivity in/through story-telling and identify larger narrative frameworks structuring 
individual stories. They also enabled the representation of larger chunks of transcript 
material as opposed to the ‘cut-and-paste’ extracts employed by most qualitative analy-
ses. For example, consider the following poem constructed from Lizette’s birth story in 
which she speaks specifically about the moment/s of giving birth. This material unfolded 
over approximately ten pages of transcript text.

and um

then

when

he [baby] came out

I

I

I was squatting

and

I would go down

every time a contraction would come

and then

I took him as

he was half out

she [midwife] gave him to me

and

I pulled him out

he cried

and then

the placenta came out

they were showing me

this thing [baby]

but

you can’t

you can’t relate to that moment

when

he comes out
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I

you know

it was

it’s so overwhelming

it’s overwhelming

because you’re busy with the

with the birth

throughout the birth

I wasn’t connected to the baby

I was in my

dealing with my bodily pains

and stuff

and suddenly

there’s a baby

and

all the pain’s gone

it’s so weird

it’s absolutely weird

suddenly there was this baby

in my hands

I was like in a really

I was in like a numb space

in-between

like an

in-between space

                                  [Constructed from 17 lines of transcript]

(…)1

I couldn’t relate

I

like I say

I was busy with the birth

 having a baby at the end
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 of this birth

 was still not real

he [baby] was crowning

he crowned quickly

he kind of crowned a bit

and then

he went in again

and then

he comes out

and then

the midwife took my hand

so

I could feel his

his head

I mean

I can feel

that feeling now

of this soft

I mean soft-soft

I could feel this warm

soft hairy kind of little thing

I knew

I wasn’t touching me

I wasn’t feeling it

which is quite weird

touching something in your body

but you don’t feel it

um

but I couldn’t

˄no˄

I couldn’t relate to it being

being a baby or
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I dunno

I felt

it was quite a

 it was already that same feeling of when

he came out

I didn’t

I can’t say

I didn’t bond with him

I mean

I bonded beautifully

but

I

I

I was like dumbfounded

like you know

that moment before

your brain kicks in

my brain couldn’t kick in

---This is the date and this is the time

and this is what’s happening

and this is what you’re feeling

and well

maybe you’re feeling the baby’s head still inside your vagina---

 like

I couldn’t feel any of that

I mean it’s just

it is what it is

it’s so weird

           [Constructed from 35 lines of transcript text]

The representation of parts of Lizette’s birth story as a narrative poem, focussing par-
ticularly on the use of pronouns such as ‘I’, he/she, it, they, you and the ‘and then’ phrase 
identified by Frank (1995) as associated with the articulation of a fleshy, lived mode of 
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telling, enables the ‘rough edges’, moments of ambiguity and fleshy indeterminacies 
embodied in her story of giving birth to be voiced. Giving birth is a profoundly intense 
bodily experience in which the rules and logic of singular bodies and neat and tidy 
embodied boundaries become blurred and fuzzy. The poem above allows the representa-
tion of the radical undecidability of the embodied moment of giving birth. The experi-
ence is articulated as that which exceeds logic, sense and rational explanation. Lizette is 
literally ‘dumbfounded’ and unable to ‘make sense’ in an orderly and logical way. The 
moment of birth itself in which the baby emerges from within her body, 'for a short while 
both inside and outside me' (Young, 1990: 163) is constructed as undecidable and ambig-
uous. Lizette touches the head of her baby while he is on the threshold of two worlds 
(inside and outside, born and unborn) and says, 'I knew I wasn’t touching me, cause I 
wasn’t feeling it'. Clear bodily boundaries become blurred, troubled and indeterminate. 
Lizette speaks of the fleshy experience of birth as strange, repeating the word ‘weird’ 
several times in the poem above. ‘The body’ represented in her birth story is not clear, 
rationally intelligible or singular; instead there are multiple bodies – the paining, con-
tracting body, the embodied self (‘I’), the indeterminate and splitting body (inside 
become outside; one becomes two). The body giving birth is ‘in-between’ worlds; it is 
'between subject and object, [an] unruly border' (Oliver, 1993: 57). Rational and indi-
vidualistic versions of body/self configurations are destabilized and made strange. Birth 
is articulated in this poetic representation from the insider’s perspective and emerges as 
an ontological experience that defies standard conceptions of individual, singular selves 
and bodies. Giving birth is messy, in-between, on the edge and ontologically challeng-
ing. Lizette is confronted with several fleshy-emotional dilemmas – how does she move 
from being intensely consumed by the paining body to a post-birth state involving no 
pain and a separate new-born bodily being? How does she make sense of the corporeal 
process of birthing a new body which does not happen as a neat discrete moment but is 
back and forth, inside and out, hovering and suspended in-between? How does she 
‘relate’ the embodied experience of pregnancy and labour to a new and unknown ‘thing’, 
new-born body or baby? The ontological and subjective challenges that the bodily-emo-
tional experience of giving birth presents to birthing women have not been widely 
explored and is missing from empirical qualitative research on childbirth (Walsh, 2010). 
My argument is that this is partly a result of failure to engage with bodies/corporeality in 
qualitative methodologies and analysis. The strategies outlined in this paper offer some 
ideas for rectifying this impasse.

In particular, representing parts of Lizette’s story in poetic form allows the audience to 
engage with her process of telling fleshy ambiguity or the moment/s of birthing. The articu-
lation is not smooth or linear but inchoate and fledgling – she often struggles to find ways 
of describing the experience and falls back on calling it ‘weird’. Focussing on the affective 
force and rhythm of pronouns in the transcript text offers a different way of listening for the 
fleshy voices present in narratives. Efforts to ‘smooth over’ ambiguity and discontinuities 
in qualitative analyses is antithetical to any project to foreground the bodily/fleshy aspects 
of stories and experience. Poetic analytic devices drawn from the listening guide offer 
researchers different ways of engaging with transcript texts and of foregrounding the 
ambivalent, multivocal and contradictory subjectivity of narrators as they tell their stories. 
Lizette’s story is an attempt to voice the strange (or ‘weird’ according to her) liminal 
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fleshy-emotional experience of giving birth. It is not an experience that can be herded into 
neat orderly meaning or logical ‘sense’. As she tells her story the complexity of the embod-
ied birth experience is articulated – it is both in-body and out-of-body, an experience of 
agency and an experience in which the ‘I’ dissolves. It is a bodily experience that is pro-
foundly indeterminate - a singular body becomes multiple and hovers on the impossible 
edge of being both one and two, self and other and boundaries between inside and outside 
are rendered undecidable. Standard approaches to transcription, the representation of tran-
script texts and modes of qualitative analysis geared towards univocality and lumping com-
plex accounts/stories into broad categories and commonalities are not conductive to hearing 
the multiple bodies already present in qualitative data.

Conclusion

This paper has focused on the methodological challenges of embodied qualitative meth-
ods and modes of analysis. It outlined various attempts to develop ‘embodied method-
ologies’ (Inckle, 2010) over the last decade, including, for example: embodied reflexivity, 
embodied methodological strategies and embodied writing and representation. The paper 
argued that these attempts, while important, have had limited success in providing quali-
tative researchers with concrete methodological and analytic tools with which to do 
research about embodied experience. The various strategies proposed, such as memory 
work, sensory interviewing, body-anchored interviewing and the use of prompts such as 
photographs, painting and cue cards to facilitate talk about embodied experience are still 
largely based upon talk about the body as object and are mostly concerned with data col-
lection methods. The paper argued that the goal of embodied methodologies need to be 
rethought. The driving impetus behind a lot of work on embodied methodologies is 
focused on trying to find ways of accessing ‘the body’ or collecting bodily data outside 
of discourse, language or talk. Instead of trying to articulate bodies or embodied experi-
ences that are somewhere ‘beyond’ talk and story-telling, the paper argued (following 
from the work of Frank, 1995) that we need to find ways of listening to and analysing the 
bodies and fleshy articulations already present in our qualitative ‘data’. We need to focus 
on moving embodied methodologies into the realm of qualitative data analysis.

As an effort to begin to move the debate forward, the paper traced my own efforts to 
develop embodied modes of analysis in my research on women’s birth narratives. Three 
key strategies were outlined, including: finding a theory of the embodied subject, prob-
lematizing transcription and using poetic analytic devices inspired by the listening guide. 
The paper argued that attempts to develop ‘embodied methodologies’ cannot succeed 
without an adequate theory of the embodied subject. Theoretical-methodological strate-
gies and tools are needed if we are to succeed at developing embodied qualitative meth-
ods and analysis. Framed within a Kristevan theoretical grid, the paper outlined the ways 
in which modes of transcription, representation of transcript text and ‘ways of telling’ 
became analytically important in my own efforts to develop embodied modes of analy-
sis. The use of poetic devices drawn from the listening guide were also shown to facili-
tate the representation and analysis of subversive and fledgling bodily modes of telling. 
While these strategies do not represent a definitive solution to the challenges of embody-
ing qualitative methodologies, it is hoped that they might provoke new conversations and 
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debates about how best to think about and develop embodied modes of qualitative 
analysis.
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