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Abstract 
 

Researchers have a moral obligation to their discipline, to themselves, to their readers, 
and to the people whose lives they study. Their obligation is to present their methods, 
approach, and findings as honestly and as completely as they can. Moreover, they have an 
obligation to keep questioning and giving words to the unspoken and the lived, providing 
interpretations of what they have heard.  The truths that researchers search for are elusive 
and can be spoken of in a multitude of ways. Truths in human life are elusive not because 
they are abstract or unreal but because they transcend us even as they touch us deeply. 
Phenomena such as friendship, grief, or love are realities at the core of human existence, 
realities that elude measurement, and it is to them that we bear witness as researchers within 
a human science orientation. The truths we articulate as researchers, however provisionally, 
are embodied truths; they are felt in our bones.  In this chapter, I will elaborate on and 
support the above arguments by looking at specific instances of qualitative research along 
with examples from everyday life. I believe that however problematic it may be, the notion of 
truth is indispensable to our work, and that our understanding of this concept must be 
developed in the context of a dialogue with the actual work of researchers. 

 

The old proverb, "Children and fools tell the truth", has been updated, in our postmodern 
age, to "only children and fools believe there is a truth to be told". No doubt we have good 
reasons to fear or consider deluded those who claim to have the truth and rationality on their side.   
And yet we cannot so quickly dispense with this notion either in research or in our everyday 
lives, anymore than rhythm can dispense with pauses or resting points. As Merleau-Ponty (1968) 
has said, “We would not know even what the false is, if there were not times when we had 
distinguished it from the true” (p. 5). 

The claim that notions of truth or reality are not applicable or have to be significantly 
redefined within the context of the social sciences has been made by a number of writers in 
psychology who describe themselves as postmodernists. Since this is a diverse and vast ranging 
tradition, I will refer to a particular thinker within it, the social constructionist Kenneth Gergen, 
to illustrate how the notion of finding "truth" has been brought into question. In a 2001 article, 
Gergen argued for the positive influence of postmodernism within psychology, especially as a 
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vehicle for furthering human liberation. From a social constructionist perspective, our behavior 
and experience are shaped by social and cultural factors, including language. In other words, our 
existence is socially and culturally constructed. This position (aside from the peculiar use of the 
word "constructed") may not seem either radical or problematic. After all, who would question 
that humans are historical and social beings? But social constructionists further assert that as 
culturally conditioned beings, social scientists are basically encapsulated within the confines of 
their own culture, including the subculture or frame of reference of their particular discipline 
(Gergen, 1989; Halling & Lawrence, 1999). This is in contrast to the modernist perspective 
which is characterized as believing that our access to universal or objective truth is entirely 
possible. Gergen (2001) essentially stated that all truths are "local truths". More specifically, he 
drew upon the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s characterization of specific forms of human 
interactions as rule-bound language games to arrive at the following "redefinition" of truth: “to 
tell the truth, on this account, is not to furnish an accurate picture of what actually happened but 
to participate in a set of social conventions, a way of putting things sanctioned within a given 
form of life” (Gergen, 2001, p. 806). Later, Gergen adds, “the postmodernist proposes that 
arguments about what is really real are futile” (p. 806). This latter statement illustrates rather 
nicely what Barbara Held (2007) has pointed out in her critique of postmodernist thinkers in 
psychology, namely, that despite their insistence that they eschew making assertions about what 
is universally true, they do nonetheless make such pronouncements quite regularly. 

It is not my intention to address these issues of reality and truth in the abstract. Rather, in 
following Merleau-Ponty’s notion that in everyday life the false and the true are interdependent, I 
will explore the importance and meaning of truth in phenomenological research with specific 
reference to the activity and experience of researchers and students. I believe that doing this is 
critical given that experience has received little attention in the whole postmodernist discussion 
of research. 

In my view, this neglect of experience is a telling feature of the postmodernist movement in 
psychology. On the one hand, there is a great deal of reference to acknowledging the subjectivity 
of researchers and research participants, to recognizing the value of qualitative research, and of 
the importance of listening to the voices of those who have been marginalized within a given 
society. On the other hand, if one looks more closely at the writings of social constructionists and 
other postmodernist thinkers in psychology, one finds little reference to actual human experience.  

This neglect of concrete personal experience, surprisingly, is similarly evident in the 
relational psychoanalytic movement (also part of the postmodern landscape) even though this 
movement has a strong emphasis on the subjective and on developing concepts and 
understandings that are "experience near" (e.g., Stolorow & Atwood, 1979; Atwood & Stolorow, 
1981; Stolorow, Atwood, & Orange, 2002). Mills (2005) explains this apparent contradiction: 

 
It may be argued that relational thinking dissolves the centrality of the self, extracts 
and dislocates the subject from subjectivity, decomposes personal identity, and 
ignores the unique phenomenology and epistemological process of lived experience 
by collapsing every psychic event into a relational ontology, thus usurping the 
concretely existing human being while developing the notion of contextualism into 
the abyss of abstraction. (p. 169) 
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As qualitative researchers we become involved with particular persons as we listen to or read 
their stories and develop an intimate knowledge of aspects of their lives. We have a responsibility 
to be as faithful as possible both to the research participants who entrust us with their stories and 
to the topic that we are investigating. It may not be self-evident what it means to be faithful to 
stories and to phenomena, but I trust that most of us would agree that our claims need to be 
rooted in data and that our interpretation or analysis has to be done with integrity. 
 
Research as Lived Experience 
 

Accordingly, let me turn to three examples related to phenomenologically oriented research 
to ground this discussion in actual practice. Although these examples differ in method and topic, 
they have in common that the researchers are themselves engaged with the experiences they are 
studying.  

I begin with the work of Robert Coles, a child psychiatrist whose numerous writings 
exemplify par excellence the power of field research. In his book, The Call of Stories (1989), he 
quotes the memorable advice of a clinical supervisor during his early years of training:  

 
The people who come to see us bring us their stories. They hope they tell them well 
enough so that we understand the truth of their lives. They hope we know how to 
interpret their stories correctly. We have to remember that what we hear is their story 
[emphasis in original]. (p. 7)  

 
This advice is as relevant to research as to clinical practice since research requires us to be 
faithful to the meanings of specific phenomena as well as to individual descriptions. 

When Coles started his first research on "Children in Crisis", during the period of 
desegregation in the South of the United States in the 1960’s, he himself was confronted by a 
crisis as he came to recognize that his assumptions about children, defense mechanisms, the 
relationship between the individual and society, and what it meant to be a researcher were 
inadequate to the task at hand. The limitations, and even the arbitrariness of his assumptions and 
concepts, became evident as he developed enough of a relationship with the participants in this 
historical drama – black and white, children and adults, rich and poor – to be entrusted with their 
life stories and their thoughts. As he put aside some of his own preconceived ideas, he was able 
to hear more of what they had to say (Coles, 1978). In this regard, we can affirm Gadamer’s 
(1994) assertion that knowledge in the human sciences always has something of self-knowledge 
about it. 

Early in his career as a researcher Coles spent considerable time with Ruby Bridges, a six-
year-old girl. She was the first black student to attend a previously all white school in New 
Orleans during the time of court ordered desegregation. As Coles became aware that she was a 
religious child who prayed regularly, even praying for the mob that taunted her each morning as 
she came to school, concepts like denial and reaction formation came to his mind. When he asked 
Ruby why she prayed for these angry white people, she looked at him with surprise, and said 
“Don’t you think they need prayin’ for?” Slowly, Coles (1986) began to wonder if his 
psychoanalytic interpretations of her behavior were missing the mark, leading him to 
underestimate both her moral judgment and her emotional maturity. When he further asked her 
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what she said in her prayers, she responded, “Forgive them God, because they don’t know what 
they are doing” (Coles, 1992). Her answer left Coles speechless and I would say that this was a 
moment of truth in his research journey. It was a moment of discovery and of coming up against 
a reality that pushed back. Contrary to what Gergen (2001) has suggested, truth telling, as in 
Coles’s work as a researcher, goes far beyond participating in a set of social conventions and 
expressing one’s findings accordingly. That is, it is meaningful to speak of truths in qualitative 
research. 

Over time, Coles came to understand more of how the lives of children and their families 
were inextricably interwoven with historical and cultural processes.  He also recognized, before it 
became fashionable to speak of root metaphor or narrative structure, how language can either 
illuminate or conceal personal and political realities. In an early article, decrying the movement 
towards abstraction in psychiatry, Coles (1961) wrote: 

   
As the words grow longer and the concepts more intricate and tedious, human 
sorrows and temptations disappear, loves move away, envies and jealousies, revenge 
and terror dissolve. Gone are strong sensible words with good meaning and the flow 
of the real. (p. 110) 

  
Each of his five volumes of Children of Crisis begins with a section on method. In reading 

them one is struck by how acutely aware Coles is of the enormous complexities and difficulties 
that researchers face when they seek to understand people with a cultural and ethnic background 
different than their own. “Until I began to spend time with Indian children, I had never really had 
to examine my dependency on words”, writes Coles (1977, p. 45) as he tells of the development 
of a personal relationship with several Hopi families. To a significant extent, Robert Coles has 
undergone what the cultural anthropologist Richard Katz (1993) has described as the experience 
of vulnerability. This experience involves a radical questioning of one’s world view and one’s 
professional and personal common sense through becoming involved with people whose tradition 
varies dramatically from one’s own. Such vulnerability, from Katz’s perspective, allows for a 
deeper understanding of another culture and the recognition, at a personal and intellectual level, 
of the multiplicity of experienced worlds.   

This notion of vulnerability emphasizes how the researcher is necessarily implicated in the 
subject-at-hand. Throughout his work, Coles reminds us of who he is, personally, professionally, 
and culturally, and of how the tradition of which he is a part both informs and limits his work as a 
researcher. In his study of how desegregation affected children in the South, Coles (1964) 
expressed his awareness of this perspectival dimension of knowledge. “Here I am trying to give 
prominence to the lives of these people, to their involvements with the world [emphasis in 
original] – but there has to be the qualification: as I have seen and known these lives and 
involvements” (p. 34).   

As we read Coles’s books, we come face-to-face with the many ways in which the lives of 
the people he writes about, such as migrant workers in the United States, are different from our 
own. At the same time, he keeps before us our common humanity by describing so concretely the 
children and adults that he meets and telling of their struggles, hopes, and self-understanding. It is 
through his engagement with their lives that the everyday realities of those of whom he writes 
become alive for us as we open up to what was previously beyond our own horizons. 



Steen Halling 135 
 
 

Les Collectifs du Cirp 
Volume 1 (édition spéciale), pp. 131-144. 
© 2010 – Cirp (Cercle interdisciplinaire de recherches phénoménologiques) 
ISBN 978-0-9866654-1-7 

 

The second example of research I want to turn to is a collaborative phenomenological study 
of the experience of despair in which I was involved several years ago. Our research group 
consisted of my late colleague Jan Rowe, myself, and four graduate students. We started out with 
the assumption that despair was a fundamental human experience rather than just a component of 
a particular psychiatric disturbance, namely depression, and as such could not be adequately 
understood merely as a symptom that might be eliminated by medication. We noted that despair 
was depicted in classics of literature, from the Bible to Shakespeare, as well as recognizing it as a 
recurrent theme in the lives of many people, including our own. Such a universal experience, it 
seemed to us, deserved to be studied as a phenomenon in its own right (Beck et al, 2003). 

In studying this phenomenon, our group followed the dialogal phenomenological approach. 
This approach is one that Jan Rowe and I, along with several graduate students, developed, or 
perhaps more accurately said, came upon, when we began our study of forgiving another in the 
mid-1980’s (Rowe et al, 1989). The basic characteristic of the dialogal approach is an open and 
ongoing conversation (Halling & Leifer, 1991; Halling, Rowe & Kunz, 1994; Halling, Leifer & 
Rowe, 2006). This conversation or dialogue takes place on two levels: among the researchers and 
between the researchers and the phenomenon. For a dialogal project to be successful, the 
phenomenon under study has to become present in the group through an ongoing focus on and 
attunement to descriptions of it. Although there are phases in the research, it is a process oriented 
more than a procedurally based method. 

To help make the phenomenon come alive within the group, as well as to begin to identify 
our presuppositions, we started by writing our own descriptions of being in despair. This part of 
our research was very demanding as it required us to confront and to share those dark moments in 
our lives that we would just as soon not remember. Navigating this stage of our project was only 
possible because we listened carefully to each other and allowed ourselves to be in the darkness 
together.  

Our next step was to do in-depth interviews with research participants. As we expected, it 
took some effort to find people willing to tell us about their times of hopelessness. Yet most of 
our participants found that telling their story, often for the first time, brought them a measure of 
relief or new clarity. This phase of "data collection" was followed by intensive discussions within 
our group of the stories we had written as well as the ones we had gathered through our 
interviews. Our goal was to articulate as clearly as possible the general structure or core of this 
important and disturbing experience. 

This was the most challenging research project I have ever been involved in – the 
phenomenon of despair was indeed a partner in our project, and at times moving forward seemed 
impossible. Increasingly we wondered if we had been foolish in undertaking this study. Then we 
experienced a breakthrough, which we described as follows: 
 

We thus characterize our method by our openness to experiencing the phenomenon, 
talking about it with each other, listening to our participants talk about it, and 
observing where the topic itself was moving us as individuals and as a group of 
researchers. Indeed, it was when we had the strongest sense of being lost, of being 
groundless, that we came to realize that our process was revealing to us the very 
essence of hopelessness. As a group we became willing to live with ambiguity, 
because, in fact, that was what the phenomenon required. (Beck at al, 2003, p. 343)  
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This, then, is another example of a moment of truth, this time in relation to the researchers’ 
engagement with a specific phenomenon. This phenomenon, however elusive and difficult to 
describe, presented itself in a powerful way and gave direction to the study. Our work was 
sufficiently rewarding, notwithstanding the difficulties along the way, that we decided as a group 
to do a second project, this time on psychotherapists’ approach to dealing with despair as it arose 
in their work with clients (Beck et al, 2005).  

My third example comes from the experience of teaching phenomenological research 
methods to undergraduates. It is an example that will be familiar to others who have taught 
phenomenology, whether in the classroom or in the context of a workshop. When I teach this 
class, I divide the students into groups of four or five based on particular topics that they want to 
explore. During our time together, the students spend a considerable amount of time becoming 
familiar with and using the descriptive phenomenological method developed by Amedeo Giorgi 
(e.g., Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003).  

Working together in their groups, they apply the steps of this method to a description written 
by a young woman who had experienced religious disillusionment. This young woman, who was 
a research participant for a doctoral dissertation (Holtz, 1984), described being raised in a 
Catholic household and taking her faith very much to heart. When her fiancée applied to medical 
school, she continually and steadfastly prayed that he would be admitted. When he was denied 
admission, she was shocked and dismayed. Typically, the students who read this description are 
perplexed by her reaction and make various critical judgments about her. "Bracketing" judgments 
and preconceptions is an ideal that they might subscribe to in theory but, like the rest of us, they 
find it difficult to implement these principles in practice. 

In a number of cases, students come to a kind of epiphany as they go through the process of 
breaking the description into meaning units, summarizing the psychological meaning of each 
unit, and so on. As they work with the story in this structured way, they start to realize that they 
have been evaluating this young woman’s experience from their own point of reference instead of 
being open to her perspective and life context. Sooner or later a student says something like: “Ah, 
now I get why she was upset that her boyfriend did not get into medical school when she had 
prayed so hard that he would be admitted. This showed her that the God she had so firmly 
believed in, a God who can be relied on to answer prayers of the faithful, did not exist”. There is 
two-fold recognition, at least for some of the students – first, this is what is going on for this 
woman, and, second, in order to see her point of view, one must first recognize and move past 
one’s own egocentric perspective. This example demonstrates that human beings are indeed 
capable of transcending their own perspective (Held, 2007, pp. 330-331), which is something that 
social constructionists have been reluctant to acknowledge. It is also a reminder, once again, of 
Gadamer’s insight that knowledge and self-knowledge are interwoven. 

 
Witness to Truth 
 

I would like to suggest that phenomenological researchers are witnesses rather than just 
observers, as illustrated in the examples above. Even in the third example, where there is no 
direct contact between the students and the author of the description, there is an engagement with 
the world and the concerns of the other. We already have the concept of "participant observer", 
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developed by the psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan (1953), among others. This concept that has 
been particularly helpful in reminding us of the way in which there is a mutual process of 
influence between psychiatrist and patient or researcher and research participant. However, the 
notion of witness takes us several steps further toward recognizing the profoundly historical 
nature of both research and truth. It also serves as a reminder that research "findings" may have a 
claim upon us as persons, professionals, and citizens. 

In the Bible the word "witness", used either as a noun or a verb, appears almost two hundred 
times (Bromiley, 1979, p. 1086). In the New Testament in particular a witness was someone who 
had been present to a significant event (e.g., the death and resurrection of Jesus) and who could 
tell others about it. In the contemporary world, we are likely to think of the term witness more 
narrowly, associating it with someone who testifies in court. The role of a witness in this context 
is critical but also quite restricted because the one testifying is asked to speak only of what was 
he or she directly observed. At a minimum, a good witness is a person with basic perceptual 
competence, who paid close attention to specific events, and is subsequently able to recollect 
what he or she observed. Ideally the person was in an advantageous position to observe the 
pertinent events. A case may be decided primarily on the basis of physical evidence, but such a 
possibility does not bypass the centrality of the notion of witness. Physical evidence allows one 
to construct what a witness would have observed had one been present. 

When we think more deeply and broadly about this issue, we recognize that it is the presence 
of a witness that makes an incident into a public event. Journalists and historians alike search for 
those who can authenticate or repudiate rumors and speculations. In turn, those who voluntarily 
come forward to tell what they have observed are often acutely aware that they have seen 
something of legal or historical importance. Witnesses may feel compelled to tell others what has 
happened so that it will not be forgotten; they are likely to bear the imprint of what they have 
observed. Thus, Robert Coles has testified before Congress about what he has witnessed about 
the lives of children and his advocacy for children grew out of his experience as a researcher. 

In an essay on "Testimony and Existentialism", the French philosopher Gabriel Marcel 
(1946\1991) elaborated on the meaning of witness by contrasting the witness with the observer. 
While Marcel referred at some length to the witness in the courtroom, this was not his central 
concern. Rather, Marcel’s aim in this essay was to present key aspects of his understanding of 
existentialism, contrasting it with Jean-Paul Sartre’s philosophy. A number of the points he made 
are especially germane to the present discussion. First, he suggested that when we speak of 
observation, it is a matter of indifference who the observer is. Testimony, in contrast, is the 
witness of the whole person – it comes from the individual as such. Thus, for the witness there is 
the requirement that one make a commitment to testify before others, that one be personally 
willing to stand behind what one says.   

In referring to the individual as such, Marcel (1946\1991) included personal identity, as that 
term is ordinarily understood as well as “the identity, in time and beyond time, of a being who is 
not exhausted by immediacy” (p. 92). Marcel took a position against a merely empiricist 
understanding of experience and of persons and pointed to the transcendent and open-ended 
quality of human existence. In Marcel’s philosophy, wrote Gallagher (1982), “All truth, all 
assertion, arises out of a non-objectifiable ground and is sustained by the root which it maintains 
in this ground” (p. 120). This position is in sharp contrast to the social constructionist and 
postmodernist view that we are encapsulated by language and culture.  
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As Marcel (1946\1991) further developed these ideas, he wrote of testimony as “based on 
fidelity to a light, or, to use another language, to a grace received” (p. 98). He was careful to 
emphasize that there is nothing passive implied in the use of the word "receive". Surely, he 
suggested, there is a creative element in receptivity, an element of response and participation.  
Marcel strongly affirmed “our capacity to open ourselves to others” (p. 100).   

Researchers, as I have shown in the examples above, are receptive to what they study. They 
may even be profoundly affected by the people they interview and the stories they hear. It is in 
this context that Katz (1993) wrote of vulnerability as part of the researcher’s process and that 
Gadamer referred to self-knowledge. In the case of the students studying the process of 
phenomenological data analysis, their self-understanding changed insofar as they realized that 
understanding another required a breaking away from a hitherto unacknowledged egocentricity. 

 
Truth and Transcendence 
 

So far I have discussed how the notion of truth is relevant – and even critical – to the practice 
of phenomenological research. We have also seen how truth and transcendence show up in 
Marcel’s discussion of the difference between the witness and the observer. In this section, I will 
discuss truth and transcendence as interdependent notions. 

In his chapter on Edmund Husserl and “The Method of Eidetic Intuition for Psychology” (in 
this volume), Frederick Wertz affirms that phenomenological psychologists believe that it is 
possible, and vitally important, to arrive at understandings of the essence of particular 
phenomena. As he points out, this belief seems to fly in the face of what postmodernist thinkers 
within psychology have argued against for decades. These thinkers have contended that there is 
no possibility that humans can arrive at objective knowledge since all human knowing is shaped 
by language, culture, and, in the case of psychologists, implicit and explicit theoretical 
commitments.  

Admittedly, the language of "essence" could all too easily be taken to mean that Edmund 
Husserl had in mind Platonic essence, a sort of ahistorical, metaphysical reality. One would not 
have to be a radical postmodernist to be dubious about the possibility of uncovering such 
otherworldly essences. But this, Wertz argues, is not what Husserl meant. Rather, “Psychology 
imaginatively varies examples of psychological life through potentially infinite variations in 
order to grasp the essential structural possibilities of humans as actually they exist in the real 
world” (2010, p. 275). Even so, the very idea that these essences can be grasped (however 
fallibly) directly through intuition, that they are not social constructions, intellectual or otherwise, 
is at odds with a postmodern sensibility. But it is not at odds with the experience of those who are 
engaged in research. A basic faith in the possibility of genuine discovery animated the activities 
of the researchers I have discussed above. Robert Coles came upon realities that he had not 
anticipated and my fellow researchers and I struggled with a phenomenon that had a life of its 
own, becoming caught up in its essential structure without explicitly realizing it. 

This faith in the possibility of genuine discovery is also evident in the writings of Amedeo 
Giorgi whose psychology is indebted to Husserl’s and Merleau-Ponty’s work. Giorgi has 
consistently called for development of methods and options within psychology “so as to make 
greater fidelity to the researched phenomenon possible” (Wertz & Aanstoos, 1999, p. 291), and 
has persisted in advocating for the truths of phenomenology even in the face of lack of 
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acknowledgment or response from within mainstream psychology (Giorgi, 2003). Fidelity 
requires, among other things, setting aside prior knowledge and assumptions as one attempts to 
arrive at an articulation of the “lived structure of the phenomenon in a particular type of 
situation” (Giorgi, 2008, p. 41). In one of his studies of learning, for example, Giorgi (1989, p. 
101) arrives at two typical structures, reflecting two types of learning. One he describes as the 
“experience of adequate performance”, (as in learning to drive a car) and the other is the 
“experience of learning by detecting inadequate assumptions”, (as in learning that one should not 
take it for granted that one’s employees are honest).   

This study was open-ended in its approach in that learning was defined by the research 
participants; the researcher did not dictate either the type or location of the learning. Nor did the 
study attempt to confirm or test existing theories or research on learning in psychology. Rather, 
its goal was to address the experience of learning as lived in everyday life. The underlying 
assumption of phenomenological psychology is that it is indeed possible to arrive at an 
understanding that is, in a meaningful but qualified sense, true. As Wertz makes clear, this does 
not mean that this understanding is true for all times or places or that it is not subject to 
modification. Nonetheless it is a truth that is lived and that we can recognize as speaking to our 
own experiences of learning. To put it in non-technical terms, we are speaking of truth that 
emerges in one’s openness to the phenomenon. 

Openness takes us back to the second term in the heading for this section, that is, 
transcendence. In a 1992 article, Giorgi wrote of transcendence as a distinctly human 
characteristic. It means, he argued, that we are not just controlled by circumstances but can move 
beyond them. Similarly, in my own work, I have suggested “transcendence is akin to openness, a 
movement toward the new, and thus is a key feature of our humanity” (Halling, 2008, p. 178). 
However, precisely because transcendence is such an essential dimension of our existence we 
tend not to notice it except under special circumstances. Even when we have a "breakthrough" 
that brings us to a new perspective, we are more likely to be struck by what we open up to than 
the fact we are capable of opening up and moving forward. For example, in forgiving another 
person we come to experience the other as a fellow human being. We have moved beyond the 
preoccupation with (although not the memory of) the self as injured and the other as perpetrator. 
It is likely that we will more be focused on the new that we have discovered than the change in 
ourselves that makes seeing the new possible.  

In terms of transcendence in the lives of researchers, we can think of Robert Coles, who, 
however deeply influenced by his psychoanalytic training and his assumptions about children, 
was nonetheless deeply touched by what the children with whom he spoke told him. This led 
him, as we saw, to revaluate his whole viewpoint on children’s maturity and understanding. A 
new seeing and a new self-awareness came together. No one could accuse Coles of being among 
those who “fail to escape the cocoon of their own tradition” (Gergen, 2002, p. 464). Similarly, 
some of my students were also able move to a place where they recognized the narrowness of 
seeing the life of the other through their own viewpoint. Then they could see that this prevented 
them from being open to the world of the woman who had experienced religious disillusionment.  

This leads us to a final question – how do truth and transcendence fit together? How do they 
presuppose each other? To attempt to answer this question, I will once again turn to an example, 
this time drawn from the writings of a philosopher. At the beginning of his book, Radical 
Realism: Direct Knowing in Science and Philosophy (1992), Edward Pols described an 
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experience he had as an undergraduate. While sitting in his dormitory room, he had a sudden 
awareness of the furniture in his room as real and independent of him. As he wrote subsequently, 
he was at that moment… 
  

[…] rationally aware of certain things that were in no sense products of my act of rational 
attention and I was also rationally aware (by virtue of the reflexivity inherent in that 
function) that those things were indeed independent of my rational attention. (p. X) 
 

It is interesting indeed this philosopher takes his own experience seriously. Regrettably, Pols 
does not give a complete description of this epiphany as he remembers it but interweaves 
reference to this experience with, as he himself says, “the language of this present book” (p. X). 
His after-the-fact interpretation of his experience places him on the side of a modernist 
epistemology – we have direct access to realities that exist independently of us; hence the term 
radical realism. Yet his description affirms, one might say, both truth and transcendence. From a 
phenomenological perspective, an experience of an object as independent of oneself does not 
negate the notion of co-constitution, that is, the notion that what one perceives reflects the 
interdependence of the perceiver and the perceived, the subject and the object. Of course, this 
does not imply that the perceiver creates what is perceived. Here I turn to Martin Buber (1965) 
whose essay on “Distance and Relation” takes us beyond the modern/postmodern divide as he 
deals with this fundamental paradox of human existence. 

Buber agued that being human involves a special way of being that can be described as a 
two-fold movement of setting at a distance and entering into relation. He further emphasized that 
these two movements, though separate, presuppose each other: “That the first movement is the 
presupposition of the other is plain from the fact that one can enter into relation only with being 
which has been set at a distance, more precisely, has become an independent opposite” (Buber, 
1965, p. 60). Humans, in distinction to animals, have the capacity to imagine and experience the 
world as existing for itself, and as transcending  their own existence. In this emphasis on distance 
and relation, it seems to me, Buber turned away from both a modernist and postmodernist 
perspective. His position is similar to Merleau-Ponty’s (1945\1962), who seeks the middle 
ground between objectivism (the world exists independently of us and is the ultimate source of 
the real) and idealism (we construct the world through the activity of our minds). 
 
Conclusion: Final Thoughts about Truth 
 

Admittedly, phenomenologists do not often speak directly of truth. But it is fair to say that 
they implicitly take "truth" to be a meaningful notion, however difficult it is to define. As I have 
suggested in the title of this chapter, truth is akin to the pauses that are intrinsic to rhythm. In the 
studies of hopelessness as well as of desegregation and its effect on children, there were moments 
of recognition, times when the researchers stopped and took stock. These were moments when 
something was discovered, something that led the researchers to pause and reflect. In addition, as 
researchers we assume that there will be such moments of discovery, whether they emerge 
gradually or appear suddenly, as epiphanies. But it is not just that we assume that we will 
discover something new; rather, we actively work to make this possible. Our methods of 
gathering and of analyzing data are guided by the notions of truth and discovery. We want to be 
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faithful to the stories we are told, as Robert Coles’ supervisor suggested. This desire is based 
upon a moral obligation to our research participants as well as a commitment to our integrity as 
researchers. 

Let me conclude with some final comments about truth. The well-known American 
psychologist Jerome Bruner argued in 1986 that the notion of truth should be dissociated from 
narrative and stories. He suggested that there are two distinct although also complementary 
modes of thinking or ways of knowing. There is storytelling (narrative thinking) and 
argumentation (propositional thinking). The second mode of knowing, which he also referred to 
as paradigmatic or logico-scientific, “deals in general with causes and in their establishment, and 
makes use of procedures to assure verifiable reference and to test for empirical truth" (Bruner, 
1986, p. 13). As Hermans, Kempen, and van Loon (1992) summarized Bruner, “Arguments are 
intended to convince someone of their truth; stories are intended to convince someone of their 
lifelikeness” (p. 26). This distinction may have some validity if one is contrasting physics with 
fiction. Yet it is quite literally a distinction that will not hold up in court, any more than it is 
viable in the human sciences. The witness is asked to tell the truth, not just a plausible story, and 
researchers strive for fidelity, not just coherence, in writing their reports. As Polkinghorne (1988) 
pointed out in his book on Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, “without the notion that 
the story is about something outside the discourse itself, it would lose its force as a selection from 
possible events and its power to intrigue us” (p. 92). Moreover, the concern for truth is part of 
everyday human life. As my colleague Brayton Polka (1990) has argued, truth and existence are 
mutually implicated: 

 
Truth, we must constantly realize, is not an object, on analogy with the objects or 
things of nature, but the subject of our lives, the self which we share with others as 
they share it with us. Interpretation, we must constantly realize, is not a method 
among other methods, but it is the method of our lives, the method by which we 
engage others’ selves as they engage us (p. 332). 

 
Polka squarely places truth within a social and historical context; this is not a turn to 

relativism any more than it is a return to objectivism. As Wachterhauser (1994) has said in his 
discussion of Gadamer's hermeneutics, “truth is always part of our experience in such a way that 
we always presuppose truth” (p. 4). Robert Coles also used the word truth. He sought to be 
faithful in his analyses and descriptions to the stories and the lives of the people that he had 
studied and had come to know. A guiding assumption of philosophers of dialogue such as Buber 
(1965), Gadamer (1986\1989), and Jaspers (1932\1970), and of dialogal phenomenology as we 
have practiced it at Seattle University, is that truth emerges in the context of human conversation 
(Halling & Goldfarb, 1991). Once more, truth references the experience of coming to an 
understanding of something that one is in relationship to and trying to do justice to that 
understanding. Within the context of dialogue, it refers to a deeply felt, communal experience of, 
"yes, this is how it is."  This understanding of truth as historical is in contrast to positivistic 
notions of truth as independent of us. But it is also in contrast to much of postmodern thought 
which in rejecting truth in human affairs embraces a position that is simply the mirror opposite of 
the positivism that it has rejected (Sass & Woolfolk, 1988). 
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The truths that researchers search for are elusive and can be spoken of in a multitude of 
ways. Truths in human life are elusive not because they are abstract or unreal but because they 
transcend us even as they touch us deeply. Phenomena such as friendship, despair, grief, or love 
are realities at the core of human existence, realities that elude measurement, and it is to them that 
we bear witness as researchers within a human science orientation. The truths we articulate as 
researchers, however provisionally, are embodied truths; they are felt in our bones.  
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Notes 
 
1 I am grateful to Mical Sikkema for commenting on an earlier version of this chapter.  Her suggestions  
helped me to become clearer about what I wanted to say. 


