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<Abstract> It is argued that when a psychologist works with participants from a different gender, culture, ethnic, etc. background, she may unwittingly misunderstand and problematize the participants. While researchers call for the practice of reflexivity to overcome this implicit ethnocentrism, they face difficulty resolving the paradox that reflexivity requires one to negate or transcend her taken-for-granted cultural experience. Based on Kögler’s theorization of identifying one’s epistemological limits through perspective-taking in a cross-cultural dialogue, I develop a dialogical approach to reflexivity in psychological research. This approach consists of three phases of reflexivity – descriptive, analytic and ethical – that aim respectively to reduce misunderstanding, pathologizing and paternalizing the research participants. These phases can be accomplished by applying “conflictual dialogue”, “fore-conception of strangeness”, “dialogical genealogy”, “alternative questions/answers”, and a tripartite framework for ethical evaluation. This approach has the potential to make the practice of reflexivity more effective, thereby making psychological research more sensitive to the issues of culture and power. 

<Paper>

<1.0> Introduction – Ethnocentrism and reflexivity

In the 1930s, Landis and Bolles (1942) interviewed 100 handicapped women concerning their sex lives, concluding that these disabled women had such infrequent and frustrated masturbation that they constituted a mostly masturbation-free population. Seven decades later, however, when Serlin (2012) retrieved the original interview records, he found that in fact these disabled women had various forms of sexual practice: “self-touch, being touched through one’s clothes, or touching one’s erogenous zones by rubbing against an object” (Serlin, 2012, p. 214). These practices were simply unrecognized by Landis and Bolles as components of sexual subjectivity. Having generously shared their deepest secrets, these disabled women were mistaken and rendered further powerless. What caused the misunderstanding of these disabled women? Serlin (2012) does not think Landis and Bolles acted maliciously; instead, he suggests that the unconventional sexual practices of the disabled women did not correspond to commonly recognized psychosexual categories and thereby can hardly by decoded. 

There are many other similar cases. Gould’s (1996) criticism of Morton’s intelligence research as being racist, Gilligan’s (1977) criticism of Kohlberg’s theory of moral development as being male-centric, and Harding’s (1992) criticism of the standard conception of objectivity as maintaining culture-centrism, all point to the issue of understanding an Other. Misunderstanding happens all too easily when a psychologist works with participants from a different gender, ethnic, cultural, class, etc. background. Teo and Febbraro (2003) shed light on this phenomenon with their conceptualization of ethnocentrism as a form of intuition that plays a knowledge-producing role. According to them, “Psychologists usually perceive psychological phenomena based on how they have experienced them and how they have learned to perceive them in their particular cultural context” (p. 676). In this way, a psychologist’s situated epistemology becomes a site of cultural reproduction that embodies and maintains sociocultural status quo. 

In order to overcome ethnocentrism, psychologists need to be reflexive of how their implicit cultural assumptions influence their research topics (Marecek, 1993), concepts (Danziger, 1997), metaphors (Keller, 1983), hypotheses (Shields, 1982), methods (Danziger, 1994), and interpretations (Teo, 2008). However, reflexive research does not come easily. Some researchers (Finlay, 2002; Reay, 1996; Wren, 2004) complain that reflexivity is very difficult to practice, and others consider reflexive practice lacks theoretical and methodological development (Mauthner & Doucet, 2003). I argue that these shortcomings largely stem from the common conceptualization of reflexivity as solitary contemplation, which fails to address the paradox inherent in reflexivity: How can one think beyond her knowledge and experience?

As suggested by a handful of scholars, reflexivity can be more easily and effectively practiced in a relational, intersubjective process than in a solitary self-search. Spezzano (1996) and Aron (2000) argue that reflexivity can only occur relationally, involving a meeting of different minds; Tsekeris and Katrivesis (2010) discuss that reflexive reasoning requires relationally seeing ourselves through the eyes of an other. Despite being insightful, these theoretical discussions are curtailed and lack methodological development to readily guide research practice. This paper is a theoretical and methodological attempt to develop an approach to reflexivity in psychological research through dialogically engaging with an other. This approach is theoretically founded on the philosophy of Hans-Herbert Kögler, a student of Jürgen Habermas. Kögler’s (1996, 1999, 2005) appreciation of an other is inspired by Foucault (1972, 1973), who reconstructs the historical others for modern readers to become reflexive of their situated epistemology. Further integrating Foucault’s work with Gadamer’s hermeneutics, Kögler suggests encountering an other in a cross-cultural dialogue to generate reflexivity. Such a dialogue has an epistemological structure similar to that of a micro ethnography, wherein each of the dialoguers uncovers her cultural situatedness by confronting the other’s disparate subjective and cultural conditions. This paper aims to flesh out Kögler’s ideas within the context of psychological research – between a psychologist and a research participant – to tackle a few specific problems as manifestations of implicit ethnocentrism, including misunderstanding, pathologizing and paternalizing the research participants. It constructs concrete structures, procedures and tasks of the Köglerian dialogue to make psychological research more sensitive to cultural diversity and power relations.  

<2.0> Reflexivity through dialogue

This approach is applicable when a psychologist works with research participants who come from a different gender, culture, ethnic, etc. background, when ethnocentrism becomes a potential problem. Following Kögler’s (2005) conceptualization of the dialogue as playing a metacognitive role instead of being responsible for extracting data about the subject matter at stake, I propose the dialogue to be flexibly added to a traditional research method as a monitoring device.  For instance, a psychologist can include a dialogue session into an experimental or survey research to evaluate and improve the research process. It may be conducted before, during or after the research process, depending on circumstances. 

To situate Kögler’s insights into a methodological and practical context, I suggest that a psychologist and a participant should begin the dialogue by each offering a biographical narrative surrounding the research topic. For instance, in a research on parenting, each dialoguer should provide a biographical account focusing on parenting, i.e., how she understands and feels about parenting, how she practices parenting, how her parents have brought her up, and what contexts are involved with parenting, etc. On the one hand, the expanded biographical narrative allows in information that is unexpected by the listener, thus facilitating reflexivity; on the other hand, adherence to the research topic keeps the dialogue focused, thus the reflexive insights relevant.  

The biographical accounts are supposed to engage with well-rounded mental, cultural and social dimensions of the research topic to reveal each dialoguer’s subjectivity, social condition, meaning system, ethical vision, etc. that are of relevance. Such thick description (Geertz, 1973) may facilitate recognition of an other’s alterity in its wholeness. It should be noted at the same time, though, that significant omissions of certain dimensions as well as the ordering of the dimensions within the narrative deserve critical attention. 

[bookmark: _Toc339337639][bookmark: _Toc344405415][bookmark: _Toc345678973][bookmark: _Toc347319329]The two narratives should be compared and analyzed through three phases of reflexivity. Descriptive reflexivity requires the dialoguers to ask themselves: “How am I different from the participant/psychologist?” It requires the dialoguers to identify their subjective and sociocultural disparities, which, once recognized, warn a psychologist against imposing her situated knowledge and experience on the participant. Analytic reflexivity poses the question: “Why am I different from the participant/psychologist?” To perform analytic reflexivity, the dialoguers compare and interpret each other’s subjective and cultural conditions in their connectedness; such contrastive interpretation may facilitate the recognition of power-laden socialization processes and against essentialization based on universalizing assumptions. Ethical reflexivity requires a psychologist to reflect on: “What are the implications of my research for the participant?” Drawing on the insights gained through the previous two phases, ethical reflexivity specifies the participant’s sociocultural context for evaluating the practical implications of the research of interest. In the following, I discuss the three phases of reflexivity in theoretical and methodological details. 

<3.0> Descriptive reflexivity

The goal of descriptive reflexivity is to reduce misunderstanding of the participants due to sociocultural differences. Successful descriptive reflexivity would help a psychologist better describe a participant’s subjective and contextual conditions in their uniqueness and wholeness than giving a partial or distorted account. 

According to Kögler, what makes reflexivity difficult is that one naturally tends to take her culture-specific knowledge and experience for granted. In the course of socialization, historically and culturally contingent knowledge becomes internalized as objectively valid truth (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) that is rarely reflected upon (Stier, 2010). Kögler (1999) considers exposure to cultural alterity crucial for one to break with her familiar culture: once one encounters new ways of thinking, feeling and behaving, one can quickly recognize in what ways one’s mode of existence has been culturally situated.

Following Kögler’s theory, I argue that ethnocentrism results from misassumption of commonality. When a psychologist assumes that she shares with the participant common knowledge and experience and overlooks the factual differences, she is likely to misinterpret the participant’s statement, intention and behavior. I propose a “conflictual dialogue”, which requires the dialoguers to prioritize the assumption of cultural difference over that of commonality. While listening to each other’s biographical narrative and asking for elaboration, the dialoguers should keep asking themselves: “How am I different from the participant/psychologist?” If the dialogue turns out to support the difference hypothesis, a psychologist can take advantage of the participant’s cultural alterity to develop reflexivity; if the dialogue does not yield significant cultural gap, a psychologist can proceed with the commonality assumption with greater confidence.

Still, is it not a natural impulse for people to understand others by drawing on their own situated knowledge and experience? Methodologically, I propose fore-conception of strangeness that complements Gadamer’s (1960/2004) concept “fore-conception of completeness”. With the fore-conception of completeness, an interpreter is said to expect a text to provide a complete truth about the subject matter. I argue that in a cross-cultural context, a complete truth should not be expected until a psychologist singles out substantive cultural differences that may cause misunderstanding. Preceding “fore-conception of completeness”, fore-conception of strangeness cautions a psychologist against precipitously assuming that she has understood a participant’s narrative. Instead, she should be constantly wary of the possibility that a participant is using concepts and conceiving of reality in a different way, motivated by a different intention and referring to a different social context (Ross & Ward, 1996).

Misunderstanding in its colonializing form is implicated with the universalistic discourse prevailing in mainstream psychology (Danziger, 2009). The foregrounding of difference can be a means to resist the universalistic discourse, facilitating Kögler’s (1999) proposal of a pluralistic and situated conception of truth. According to Kögler (1999), the plurality of truth is grounded in the plurality of human conditions along the fault lines of history, culture, gender, class, ethnicity, and so on. When a psychologist recognizes that each truth is located in and justified by its specific social context, she could better appreciate rather than dismiss a participant’s truth.

<4.0> Analytic reflexivity

Most mainstream psychological researches do not come to a halt at describing the participants; they further attribute participants’ psychological condition to determinants or influencing factors. In this process, two pitfalls deserve reflexive inquiry. First, when certain psychological phenomena seem to be shared by most people within a given population, they are often explained with essentialist terms such as genetics or disposition whereas in fact their prevalence may have resulted from collective social experience. Second, when significant differentiations in psychological phenomena are found among individuals, a psychologist may implicitly take her own psychological features as normal while dismissing people who deviate from this norm. Analytic reflexivity is intended to reduce these two deficient ways of problematizing participants. 

Concerning the first pitfall, a reflexive orientation does not preclude the notion that individual difference partially rests on essentialist constructs such as genetics and disposition; nonetheless, it seeks to identify the social and cultural making of individual mind and to avoid essentialization. While certain socialization processes – school education for instance – have their purposes explicitly spelled out and their results measurable, many other socialization processes – the spatial arraignment of a building’s interior – are too mundane and routine so that their function on the mind is hardly fathomable. Here we can again borrow Kögler’s insights into the epistemological resource in an Other’s alterity. By identifying significant and systematic differentiation between a psychologist and a participant’s psychosocial conditions, a psychologist could more readily single out the social shaping from the essentialist determination of mental function and experience.  

Concerning the second pitfall, the ethnocentric establishment of psychological norms is often based on a sense of self-familiarity. Kögler suggests that Foucault’s (1977, 1979) genealogical method can help identify power struggles inherent in the social development of the mind and thereby unsettle one’s sense of self-familiarity. Once a psychologist recognizes the socially constructed nature of certain psychological features of hers, she may become less likely to use these features to establish norms while dismissing participants who are different. The central question guiding analytic reflexivity thus becomes: “Why am I different from the participant/psychologist?”

What makes genealogical analysis difficult is that challenging one’s sense of self is counter-intuitive. In view of this, Kögler suggests transforming Foucault’s solitary contemplative approach to a dialogical approach. According to Kögler (1999), “[I]ntercultural understanding possesses a methodological potential for uncovering power relations – on the part of ourselves as well as the other” (p. 218). The explication of power relations can be done in a reciprocal way between the dialoguers; since each dialoguer is not attuned to an Other’s culture, she is more sensitive to power operations in that culture. When a psychologist listens to a participant’s narrative or vice versa, the interpreter is able to intuitively grasp processes of socialization of the interpreted that contradict her cultural experience and thus uncover underlying power struggles. 

I build on Kögler’s critique of Gadamer’s logic of question and answer to better methodologically equip the dialogical genealogy. According to Gadamer’s logic of question and answer, each text is an answer to a particular question; in order to better understand the text an interpreter should reconstruct the question being addressed by it. When the question is reconstructed through a fusion of horizons that assimilate both an interpreter and a narrator’s input. Kögler suggests that such conceptualization may fall prey to implicit ethnocentrism when an interpreter ignores the original question’s cultural alterity. For instance, when a victim of terrorism considers herself as having suffered from irrational hatred and violation to human rights, she might miss the original questions in the horizon of the terrorists that often derive from international injustice. At this point, the exchange of biographical narratives being proposed can be beneficial, for it provides a psychologist access to a participant’s original questions, which help the psychologist to identify her taken-for-granted cultural assumptions.

The reconstruction of original questions can help the interpreted become reflexive as well. I argue that a culturally given question to certain extent structures a subject’s thoughts and delimits the regime of truth by making certain answers readily available while others concealed. For example, people in different areas of China do not share the same rule when drinking alcohols in social settings; the question “what is the appropriate way of drinking?” already confines drinking behavior within the realm of social regulation instead of personal recreation. An interpreter from another culture is likely to be naturally surprised by the intricate ritualized drinking behavior, interwoven with familial and gender normativity. This foreign interpreter has the epistemological advantage to introduce an alternative question, such as “what is the pleasurable way of drinking?” that stimulates reflexivity on the side of the narrator. 

Further, I contend that power operation does not only limit the horizon for questioning, but also the horizon for answering. A given question never prescribes one answer; it can always be answered from different perspectives. It is possible for an interpreter to challenge a narrator’s answer based on her otherwise cultural experience. For instance, when a narrator uses a “sex” discourse to address the question of family duty, an interpreter from a liberal culture may propose a “gender” discourse as an alternative answer to challenge the narrator’s epistemological constraint. When applying the dialogical genealogy, a psychologist and a participant can reverse their roles as interpreter and narrator, i.e., they interpret each other’s narrative in a reciprocal way, so that reflexivity can take place on both sides (Daley, 2010). 

<5.0> Ethical reflexivity

The final issue to be addressed is ethics; ethical reflexivity is intended to help a psychologist better evaluate the potential ethical implications of the research being conducted. Ethnocentrism in an ethical context often takes the form of paternalism when a psychologist unwittingly projects her culture-specific conception of good life and social utopia to a participant who may not necessarily benefit from these ethical visions. A cautious psychologist might endeavor to suspend her value judgment for a moment but ultimately her research is supposed to have potential practical implications to the lives of the participant and associated people. Even well-tended research might be undermined by ethnocentrism, and paternalism can be easily carried out through psychologists’ cultural and professional authorities. A psychologist thus needs to constantly ask herself during the dialogue: “What are the implications of my research for the participant?”

I argue that foundational approaches to ethics, such a universalistic philosophy of ethics and professional ethical codes, are insufficient to address the problem of paternalism, which is conditioned by sociocultural diversity. To overcome a homogenizing ethical vision, a reflexive psychologist should attend to the participant’s subjective and sociocultural differences. In this regard, the exchange of biographical narratives within a conflictual dialogue allows a participant to provide an indispensable situated ethical perspectives (Kögler, 1999). I propose a non-foundational ethical framework consisting of a participant’s experiential well-being, need of liberation, and social responsibility. It should be noted that this tripartite framework is structured so not to replace other (ways of making) ethical considerations, but to open up spaces for perspective taking. 

Experiential well-being (Prilleltensky & Prilleltensky, 2006) is often regarded as a core criterion for evaluating the subject’s ethical condition. Kraut (2009) suggests that we should not critically accept the commonsense division between positive and negative feelings, and instead situate subjective experience within contexts. Happiness, despite being a positive feeling, is generally considered by the Anglo-Saxons as inappropriate at a funeral. Anger, an unpleasant feeling, can be important for overcoming an unjust social order. Further, I suggest that a psychologist should explore how a participant makes sense of her subjective experience in culture-specific ways. What is the rationale behind the Japanese aesthetics of sadness, or the shame and pride associated with “honor killings”? In order to understand the Javanese funerals that display “a calm, undemonstrative, almost languid letting go, a brief ritualized relinquishment of a relationship no longer possible” (Geertz, 1976, p. 72), we have to reconstruct the Javanese religious worldview. 

Liberatory actions are needed when the participant’s experiential well-being is hindered by unjust social reality. According to Teo (1998), means of liberation must correspond to the specific oppression taking place. In front of economic sufferings such as unjustified low income, poor housing, lack of healthcare and detrimental work environment, ethical research should help make social resources more accessible to the participant. In front of communicative sufferings such as media discrimination and oppressive interaction, ethical research should facilitate ideal speech situation and democratic participation. When oppression occurs at the level of aesthetics, ethical research should help develop desired technologies of the self, self expression and lifestyle.  

Finally, social members are responsible for maintaining justified social stability and progress. Giddens’s (1984) theory of structuration connects individual action to social order. According to Giddens, social structure consists of rules and resources that make similar social practices recur across time and space; it is instantiated and reproduced by individual actions. Actions not sanctioned by traditional structures engender “conflict” and “contradiction” that affect interests of various social systems. For instance, Indian people’s homespun practice not only had impacts on individual lifestyle and family economy, but also constitutes a nationalist movement against the European cloth industry and symbolically produces national identity (Bray, 1997). 
<6.0> Conclusion

In this work, I develop a dialogical approach to reflexivity based on Kögler’s philosophy. Differing from the dominating practice of reflexivity through solitary self-search, this approach takes advantage of a participant’s otherness to contrast and singularize a psychologist’s previously taken-for-granted epistemology. Descriptive reflexivity is aided by the methods of “conflictual dialogue” and “fore-conception of strangeness” with the aim to reduce misunderstanding of the participant’s subjective, behavioral and cultural realities. Analytic reflexivity can be accomplished through applying “dialogical genealogy” and “alternative questions/answers”; it cautions against essentializing or pathologizing a participant’s psychological condition. Building on insights gained through the previous two phases, ethical reflexivity adopts a context-sensitive approach to evaluate the ethical implications of a research for participants. The insights gained through reflexivity can be used to examine and refine various research stages from selecting a topic to interpreting data. It should be noted, however, that this approach does not claim to produce any result that otherwise cannot be accomplished. Instead, it plays the role of a catalyst by making reflexivity easier and more effective. 

Psychologists applying this method should also be aware that dialogue may be performed in a different way in a participant’s society. They should also be mindful of the culturally laden nature of categories with which they analyze the dialogue; holding a strict distinction between cognition and affect or between person and context, for instance, may violate a participant’s indigenous interpretive schemes. Reflexivity through dialogue is essentially an ethnographic endeavor, and only with an open attitude and a sense of curiosity one can filter ethnocentric components from a psychological research with the aid of the participants.
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