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ABSTRACT

This paper puts emphasis on the necessity of discussing positionality in qualitative research methods,
especially ethnography. Evaluating a qualitative study requires the reader to get information about the
researcher’s positionality with respect to their various social identities (like gender, race, class, ethnicity,
ability, geographical location etc and with their intentions for doing the fieldwork, their feelings and
emotions, and their relationships with the informants. This paper ties to analyze eight published papers
and one book based on qualitative and ethnographic studies in the Iranian society. It examines the
harms and consequences of failure in discussing a researcher's positionality by applying a critical
ethnographic and reflexive approach. Indeed, the paper analyzes the writers' use of language, their
reasoning for doing the research and the reflexive discussion of their positionality while doing the
research and later in writing a research report. It argues that not observing the reflective approach in
research and concealing the researcher's positionality deprives the reader of the possibility of
identifying possible bias. The paper also discusses two other consequences that are more recognizable
in academic writing in Iran: "Self-heroism" display of research. Consequently, instead of clarifying their
intentions and understanding the field and its relations, researchers solve problems and offer quick
solutions.
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INTRODUCTION

In qualitative research evaluation, it becomes imperative to develop an in-depth
understanding of the researcher's identity and his specific positioning within the research
landscape to elucidate and more richly interpret the narratives or arguments that are
presented. This aspect assumes critical importance as it enables the reader to navigate
through and recognize the nuanced bias and inherent presuppositions that might subtly
influence the trajectory and outcomes of the research. An author, who articulates with
clarity and introspection about his/her positionality, enhances and enriches the reader's
engagement and understanding of the research context. The central aspect of the present
article I based on this foundational tenet, endeavoring to underscore the significance of
an introspective, reflective approach, particularly highlighting the visible gap of such
methodologies in qualitative research conducted in recent years.

The reflective approach emerged as a response to criticisms of realist ethnography
and the participant observation method (Erickson, 2018). In realist ethnography, the
researcher posits as a detached entity, ostensibly devoid of influence or role in the
thematic selection and exploration of the study, narrating from a vantage point of
external realism. Contrarily, the reflective approach marks a significant paradigm shift.
Here, the removal of the researcher's impact on the subject and the research field is
acknowledged and highlighted. Central to this approach is the recognition of the
researcher's class/social standing and ideological bearings, which become instrumental
in the choice of subject matter, the manner of engagement with it, and the
interpretation of the ensuing observations. This framework elegantly weaves the
researcher's subjectivity into the fabric of the research process, acknowledging its
significant role in shaping both the journey and the destination of the scholarly inquiry.

In this paper, our goal is to create a dialogue and discussion on the methodology
and ethics of qualitative research methods, addressing questions about subjectivity
and the researcher’s role. Indeed, researchers and scholars in the field of qualitative
methods in social sciences have long engaged with this topic. Our intention here is to
remind Persian-speaking readers interested in works and researches on social
sciences of issues of positionality and subjectivity; their lack is quite noticeable, and
ignoring them diminishes the depth and content of qualitative studies in Iran. In this
article, through the qualitative content analysis of eight articles and one book, we aim
to answer these questions: Why is discussing the researcher's role and subjectivity is
essential? What are the harms and consequences of excluding the researcher or not
clearly defining the researcher's positionality during the conduct of studies, mainly
when writing reports and research results?

PURPOSE

The purpose of our critique in this article is not to reject the selected research or its
findings rather to improve the quality of the research. Our discussion in this article



serves as a reminder of why qualitative studies should be done with a reflective
approach and examines the consequences that arise without such an approach.
Considering these consequences and the damage that can be inflicted on research and
referring to various articles that provide more concrete examples, we have clarified
the importance of a reflective approach and the precise definition of the researcher's
positionality.

METHODOLOGY

The present article is a research work employing a directed qualitative content
analysis methodology; in whihc, researchers strive to lend credibility to a specific
theoretical framework or concept.

In this article, by providing examples from eight peer-reviewed articles and one
book published in Iran, all of which are research studies and ethnographies
conducted in recent years, and through a detailed examination of them, we have
discussed the importance of the researcher's subjectivity and the consequences of
eliminating or not clearly defining positionality. The main criterion for selecting
these articles and the book is the reflexive theory based on our research method,
namely directed the qualitative content analysis. All the articles either did not adhere
to reflexivity or, if they claimed reflexivity, faced with deficiencies that we tried to
highlight. All these articles were written after 2016, and by taking into account recent
ones, we specifically mean those written between 2016 and 2023. We emphasized the
currency of the articles because the theory of reflexivity has become significant in
research in recent years. On the other hand, all the articles we selected are qualitative
in nature.

FINDINGS

The paper delves into two consequences particularly prevalent in academic writing
within the Iranian context by analyzing the use of language and style of writing and
representing researchers' positionality and purposes for doing the research.

First, it discusses the phenomenon of "self-heroism" in the research, where
researchers often position themselves as problem-solvers, presenting rapid solutions
rather than elucidating their research intentions and understanding the field and its
intricate relationships. Self-heroism is a perception of oneself where an individual
imagines himself not as a researcher, but as a hero who, through a particular work or
action, can bring about fundamental changes in the world. This concept reflects a
splendid view of one's ability to effect significant transformation, often
overshadowing the realistic scope and impact of one's research or actions.

Second, it examines how such an approach can lead to a superficial understanding
of the research subject, needing more depth and critical engagement. As thoroughly
analyzed in the paper, self-heroism in research can become a pitfall because it distorts
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the researcher's objectivity and understanding of his role. Concern or commitment to
a cause is certainly not a flaw in itself; however, when researchers are not aware of how
their concerns and bias might influence their research process, it can negatively impact
the integrity and outcome of their work. This type of involvement, deeply intertwined
with self-heroism, can lead researchers to overestimate their ability to effect change or
aid the field of study. Also, as discussed in the paper, by prioritizing their self-imposed
heroic narrative, they may overlook subtle yet significant elements, leading to a research
outcome more reflective of their personal bias or aspirations than the actual dynamics
of the field. In such scenarios, the researchers enter the field not with the intent to learn
from it or to gather new information. In other words, they are not entering the field to
conduct research and explore new issues; instead, the researchers have scripted the
outcome before beginning their work or at least etched it firmly in their mind. This
preconceived conclusion guides their research process, overshadowing genuine
discovery and understanding. Therefore, the study reflects the researcher's pre-
established narrative rather than objectively exploring the subject matter.

Consequently, this approach, caused by the lack of a reflexive approach,
compromises with the research's validity and potentially misguides subsequent
interpretations and applications of the findings.

CONCLUSION

In this article, we have employed the principles of critical ethnography as the basis
for our analysis of selected articles and a book. These principles include the use of the
first-person narrative, detailing the significance of the issue for the researcher, and
describing the role and position of the researcher in the field in relation to the subject,
as well as considering ethical aspects. The fact that these articles were subject to
critique and analysis does not imply they are devoid of scientific value; rather, it was
through the critical examination of these articles that we could illuminate the
importance of a reflective approach.

This critical approach allows for a more nuanced and self-aware form of
ethnography, where the researcher's perspective, biases, and relationship with the
subject matter are openly acknowledged and examined. This not only fosters a deeper
understanding of the research subject but also promotes ethical and responsible
scholarship by highlighting the researcher's influence and responsibility in the
construction and interpretation of knowledge.

In conclusion, the paper advocates for a paradigm shift in qualitative research,
urging researchers to embrace reflexivity and transparency in disclosing their
positionality. By doing so, it posits that academic research can achieve greater
authenticity, allowing readers to fully grasp the context and potential bias, thereby
enriching the quality and reliability of studies.



NOVELTY

The novelty lies in its critical approach to assessing recent qualitative research and
ethnography in Iran through the lens of reflexivity, researcher's positionality, and
ethics, which are key components for ensuring depth, credibility, and integrity in
qualitative studies.
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1. Bipolar Expeditions: Mania and Depression in American Culture
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