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Chapter 2.

Theory and method:  
Describing and explaining ingrained practices

In 2004 management scholars Jonas Gabrielsson and Morton Huse evaluated the state of 
affairs in the empirical research on boards conducted up until 2002. In their overview of 
articles from key management journals, they found that in most studies, boards were 
investigated as black boxes between input and output variables. The variables of choice are 
repeatedly referred to as the ‘usual suspects’ for being perceived as rather unimaginative. 
The usual suspects on the input side can be the number of board members, CEO duality 
or insider/outsider ratio, and on the output side the variable is performance (Finkelstein 
& Mooney, 2003). The board itself remains an undisclosed realm where the mysterious 
processing of input takes place to produce an output. In their review, the abovementioned 
Gabrielsson and Huse primarily blamed the pressure to publish in academia – or publish-
or-perish syndrome – for the meager progress made so far in research on boards. According 
to these authors researchers focus too much on data that are easily available and that can 
be analyzed by using standardized methods. Researchers, they argue, opt for research that 
is time efficient. An added benefit is that the criteria to pass peer review and to get findings 
of this type of research published are set and clear. Gabrielsson and Huse make a common 
accusation and one that is not particular to research on boards and governance. Theories 
and methodologies mostly used in mainstream – positivist or traditional empiricist – 
psychology are said to be too atomistic and too reductionist as well (e.g., Clegg, 2009; 
Greenwood, 1994). Be that as it may, there can be good analytical reasons – apart from 
just getting your research published – for cutting up complex phenomena into smaller 
parts, formulating operational definitions, deploying operational measures and running 
standardized tests on the data collected. It just depends on the research question one aims 
to answer. So, whether there is a publish-or-perish syndrome or not, or whether main-
stream psychology is indeed too atomistic or too reductionistic is irrelevant for what I try 
to accomplish with my research. I am guided by my own research questions; questions 
that my supervisors, co-researchers and I deem relevant, and that answer to calls from 
other experts in the fields of governance and public health. These fields, in turn, need to 
apply more behavioral science knowledge, particularly derived from psychology, and, as 
will be elucidated throughout this dissertation, more specifically from the sub-discipline 
of cultural psychology.

In the first empirical study the objective is to describe persistent behavioral patterns 
relevant to how the management board members of a health care organization carry out 
the tasks that they are formally assigned to. Another objective is to examine whether there 
are paradoxes – between what is formally agreed upon and how board members actually 
go about their business – that can be explained. To enable myself to do this I first of all 
need to find a way to investigate the layered patterning of behavior within a board; patterns 
in what its members do, patterns in how they interact and patterns in how they talk about 
issues relevant to their work. Inevitably, this requires a more holistic approach; or non- 
atomistic and non-reductionist approach, if you will. As Gabrielsson and Huse (2004) 
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indicated, I can personally attest to the fact that it is very challenging to gain access to a 
board with a research question that requires extensive qualitative investigation. It took me 
8 months and over 20 rejections before finally getting permission for a relatively small-
scale research project, being allowed to conduct participant observation of board meetings 
and have access to all board members for interviewing. In one such case of having my 
proposal rejected the chief executive officer (CEO) was initially very enthusiastic and had 
promised me to open up his board: “At XXXX [name of the company] we have an open 
culture. Our motto is transparency”. However, for reasons not disclosed to me some other 
board members later – after leaving many of my calls for follow-up unanswered – objected 
to participating in such a research project. The CEO lamented: “I am sorry. Apparently, 
we are not as open as I we like to think we are”. 

After having gained access, after having collected all the data and after the data are 
analyzed there are more barriers to overcome. Publish-or-perish or not, in my case, there 
was a lot of back and forth involved in convincing my respected peer reviewers that the 
research was thorough, methodical and objective. Understandably, this was probably even 
more so because I chose to adopt an alternative and rather unorthodox approach to 
studying persistent behavioral patterns. And that brings us to the next issue of the theo-
retical grounding of research into behavioral dynamics within and around boards, and as 
a prelude to my other research projects.

The majority of studies on boards, and governance in general, took on a perspective based 
on agency theory (Daily, Dalton & Cannella, 2003). This is a theory grounded in 
economics about the ambiguous relationship between a principal – a shareholder for 
example, on the one hand, and his agent – a manager for example, on the other (e.g., 
Eisenhardt, 1989). The agent is supposed to represent the interest of the principal and 
create value for him or her. However, there is an information asymmetry between the two 
since the agent is more hands-on involved in the daily ins-and-outs of the organization 
that the principal might not be aware of. The agent can and will serve his own interest, 
especially if it concerns his own position within the organization. And this self-interest 
might be at odds with the principal’s interest. This theory assumes a homo economicus. 
This means that an individual is thought to act out of self-interest, to consider all relevant 
options before making a decision and to make that decision rationally. The psychology of 
the homo economicus is limited (e.g., Anderson, 2000; Traut-Mattausch, Frey & Peus, 
2008). People often act in ways that do not follow an economic algorithm that produces 
the most logical or most beneficial outcome for themselves. In this dissertation, I explic-
itly take the stand that people are first and foremost expressive beings instead of rational 
beings. People act in ways that correspond to routines, preferences, emotions, feelings and 
tastes, that they have acquired within the various groups they belong to. When investi-
gating behavioral dynamics within exclusive and elite groups, such as management boards, 
these patterns need to be accounted for; especially if these patterns could have dysfunc-
tional consequences, such as maintaining glass ceilings or letting immediate financial 
concerns prevail over environmental or societal concerns. The latter is not simply a 
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mentalistic affair of re-prioritizing values. Men in so-called ‘old boys’ networks’ can be 
genuinely convinced that gender equality is a good thing, yet find themselves ill-equipped 
to sense the inappropriate nuances of their own behavior when dealing with an ambitious 
woman in their midst. Money too can signify different things. Money is not only a means 
to survival, or an object of greed. It is also an acquired taste; acquired within the group or 
community one belongs too. It would be a mistake to think of the activity of chasing 
surplus money as an isolated, anti-social accumulation of wealth. There is conspicuous 
consumption involved that follows group-typical patterns. Wearing an expensive wrist-
watch, for example, can be a way to signal success and status within one group and signal 
a lack of class in another. In most Maasai and Samburu communities – another important 
tightly knit group of people studied in my research – men’s status and wealth are measured 
by the number of cattle one can accumulate. With cattle, a man can negotiate bride 
prices, marry more women and build dynasties. There are patterns involved that are 
ingrained and find expression in the physical body, or in other words, in what someone 
experiences as pleasant, beautiful or attractive. Indeed, as I have witnessed, Maasai men 
frequently refer to their cows with feelings of admiration and deep attachment. When a 
cow accidentally dies, this triggers feelings of sadness and lament. Slaughtering practices 
too, are a ritualized, communal affair (as depicted in Image 2.1). Things are prioritized as 
a matter of course, by the communal structuring of preferences and tastes. The algorithm 
of the homo economicus or the agreed upon prioritization of abstract values does not 
suffice in understanding the tenacity of certain group-specific patterns of behavior, and, 
consequently, decision-making processes.

Image 2.1 - Ritualized slaughter practices are a communal affair
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As mentioned above, most studies on boards either narrowly drew upon agency theory, 
treated boards as a black box and/or neglected behavioral dynamics between actors within 
boards (Huse, 2005, 2007, 2008). Because more than 10 years have passed since Huse’s 
call to open up the black box of actual board behavior – and more than 5 years have 
passed since I rounded up my own investigation into boardroom dynamics – it is reason-
able to expect that by now more researchers have answered to that call by means of newer 
and more inventive qualitative approaches. I indeed found several examples of insightful 
studies conducted in the meantime (e.g., Bezemer, Nicholson & Pugliese, 2014; 
Heemskerk, Heemskerk & Wats, 2017). However, compared to the vast amount of input-
output studies on boards it is safe to say that research with an explicit focus on fleshing 
out persistent behavioral patterns that defy social norms, formal agreements and rational 
decision-making, is still in its beginning stages.

In order to meet my research objectives, I needed to create a research design that enabled 
me to flesh out persistent behavioral patterns within a management board of a health care 
organization. This particular management board was working within a relatively new 
organizational and management structure. Its members had formulated the ambition to 
become more entrepreneurial and client oriented. As a newly articulated strategic direction, 
this is all easy said, but the question remained how members of a management board go 
about doing what is agreed upon. One of the primary activities of board members is to 
attend meetings and talk. After having adopted a cultural psychological frame – detailed 
in the following paragraphs – to investigate the social patterning of behavior, I still needed 
to find a way to more specifically address what members of a management board do and 
try to accomplish with their talking. Talking is an expressive practice and as such, must 
be approached in a way that goes beyond merely analyzing words and utterances. Utter-
ances are expressed by and directed at embodied beings within a tangible environment. It 
truly takes a holistic approach, but an approach that is also reproducible, valid and ethical. 

Referring to my previous arguments in Chapter 1, I draw my inspiration from a specific 
sphere of thinking about culture and mind, which represents a radical break with main-
stream thinking about culture as a force (e.g., Baerveldt, 1998; Baerveldt & Verheggen, 
1999; Maturana & Varela, 1998; Verheggen, 2005; Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013). 
The main point of critique can briefly be summarized with a statement defended by  
theoretical psychologist Jannes Eshuis:

Culture is not a thing, rather it’s an experience of intentions, goals and 
norms. And since we can’t share experiences, we can’t share culture. What 
we do share, ironically, is the illusion that intentions, goals and norms are 
shared, and thus collective. (translated from Dutch, 2015, para. 6)

What can be investigated empirically is how people coordinate their attention and 
behavior locally, within their own cultivated environment; how people go about their 
business beyond what they have formally agreed upon and beyond the abstractions people 
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superimpose upon each other and themselves; culture, values, norms or a cognitive 
framework of sorts. However, when actually embarking on such an endeavor, one is 
confronted with a number of challenges. Some have already been mentioned. It can be 
difficult to gain entrance to tightly knit, exclusive groups and communities for extensive 
qualitative research. Communicating research proposals and findings based on alterna-
tive scientific paradigms to the wider academic community – such as ethical commissions, 
funding agencies and editorial boards – is another challenge. The biggest challenge, 
however, pertains to the method itself and dealing with the ambiguity in what research 
subjects say they do and actually do when they go about their own business, i.e., in 
dealing with language an as expressive practice. 

…, human lives are permeated with meaning. It is not only written or spoken 
language that expresses meaning, but also dance, photography, and music. 
Rituals allow for meaningful communication as well; about love and death, 
for instance. However, the coordinating power of language practices in the 
human domain is strikingly extensive and remains unrivaled. People  
constantly relate to appointments, rules, promises, obli gations, intentions, or 
prohibitions. It is impossible for us to step out of the order of those linguistic 
phenomena, as this would imply a retreat from virtually all human interac-
tion. It is impossible to step out of language; just as it is impossible to invent 
anything we like in the meaningful order that we found ourselves embedded 
in. We always have to take into account the meanings and meaningful 
practices that others have already created and that they maintain together. 

(Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013, p. 76)

The cultural psychologists, whom I draw inspiration from throughout my research, 
provide no handbook with specific guidelines for actual field research. Most of the 
examples they do provide are anecdotal, used to illustrate or clarify their arguments. I had 
to find my own solutions to the application of these ideas in empirical research settings. 
So, as my search continued, I got inspired by the ideas of discursive psychologists Jonathan 
Potter and Margaret Whetherell (1987, 1995) and, even more so, by the work of critical 
psychologist Carla Willig (1998, 2008). If talking is such an important activity of board 
members, talking needs to be taken dead serious. The discursive and critical psychological 
scholars mentioned above found ways to investigate what people are doing with their 
talking – justifying, blaming, excusing, etcetera – and also what it implies to be embedded 
within language practices. These approaches and methodologies complement the cultural 
psychological frame adopted to investigate cultural patterning of behavior.

At the risk of stating the obvious, the employment of these discursive approaches derived 
from social constructionist thought does not automatically imply adopting a relativist 
position (e.g., Gergen, 1989, 2018), or being a feminist (e.g., Gilligan, 1982, 2011). 
However, it does imply the need for constant self-reflexivity. I personally hold the view, 
for example, that a non-binary approach to gender is beneficial and should be pursued.  
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It is a mistake to think that holding this position somehow entails a denial of biology.  
It does not. However, a more pluralistic design of our public spaces – not just top-down 
gesture politics – and the acceptance of alternative stylizations of gendered behavior, 
might in the long-term lead people that suffer from certain types of gender dysphoria – 
not all cases, of course – to waive the option of undergoing reassignment surgery. In 
contrast, in a society where everything is binary – from early embodied interactions to 
determining whether to go left or right at a public toilet – and in which physical bodies 
are constantly objectified, categorized and medicalized, someone’s affective system might 
become attuned in a direction that inevitably leads one to undergo irreversible reassign-
ment surgery. It becomes the only viable option for someone that feels betwixt and 
between. Be that as it may, during my fieldwork in Kenya I had genuinely pleasant conver-
sations with Maasai and Samburu cultural elders, some of which were hardline patriarchs, 
and strongly in favor of the practice of girl circumcision. ‘Since time immemorial’ 
becoming a full-fledged (i.e., binary) man or woman means becoming circumcised, so 
they argued. As a researcher, how I personally feel about certain issues is relevant to the 
extent that it either helps or hinders me to be self-reflexive and practice suspended 
judgement. Providing another example, me subscribing to an abolitionist approach to 
animal rights (Francione & Garner, 2010) could have endangered my field work had I 
chosen to strictly abide by my dietary preferences. However, as a strict vegan at the time 
I ate the still warm, raw kidney of a goat – considered an exquisite delicacy, as to not 
offend my hosts whilst participatively observing indigenous fests (consequent grilling of 
other parts depicted in Image 2.2). I had already refused to participate in the ritual 
slaughter of the goat, the drinking of blood directly from the goat’s neck, and the drinking 
of blood from a bowl. A fourth consecutive refusal would endanger my ethnographic field 
work, so I thought. It is important to emphasize, that these two examples are not randomly 
chosen, literary divergences of mine. What it entails to be a ‘natural’ man or woman and 
to have dietary preferences are key examples of the results of prolonged behavioral coor-
dination amongst members of one’s own group. Researchers are advised to be self-reflexive 
with regards to their own preferences when they interact with their research subjects; and 
not just with regards to their articulated, discursive constructions. It is a mistake to think 
that only beliefs, views and concepts are socially constructed.

It should be noted that I somewhat stretch the applicability of the discursive methodo-
logies that I employ, and this stretch presents my research with a specific challenge. That 
has to do with the fact that by and large – although a conceptual link between discourse 
and practices exists (e.g., Foucault, 1969) – they ignore embodiment and are restricted by 
and to the articulated. This challenge and how it can be dealt with will be tackled in the 
following paragraphs, and further reflected upon in Chapter 10. That notwithstanding,  
I see great value in how social constructionists explore the ways in which people – including 
social scientists themselves – construct their reality by discursive means. These positions 
do not have to be exclusive. 
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Image 2.2 - Parts divided amongst the community according to age-group and gender 

In the study on girl circumcision the objective was not only to describe, but also to explore 
how change towards the eradication of girl circumcision can be achieved in a manner  
that resonates with Maasai and Samburu people themselves. Girl circumcision is performed 
for a variety of reasons (Gruenbaum, 2001) and these reasons are currently changing  
(Van Bavel, Coene & Leye, 2017). Anthropologists that have studied the issue of girl 
circumcision argue that, to design more effective interventions against this practice, a 
thorough understanding of the dynamic contexts in which it is performed is warranted 
(Gruenbaum, 2005; Shell-Duncan, 2001). Another anthropologist and expert on the 
issue of girl circumcision Jo Boyden (2012) argues that many efforts to make people 
abandon girl circumcision – at least in Ethiopia – are misplaced, since they do not take 
the social realities of the girls’ lives into account. However, what these anthropologists do 
not explain in greater detail is how researchers should go about understanding ‘dynamics 
contexts’ and ‘social realities’ and how exactly practitioners should lever change based on 
those insights. And this greater detail is needed proceeding forward. If we do not come 
up with alternatives that are more precise and actionable, nothing will change.
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2.1 Change beyond persuasion and activating rules 

The primary activity of members of management boards – the subjects of my first research 
– is talking with one another; explaining, convincing, obscuring, justifying, blaming, 
framing and constructing reality to achieve some objective, either overtly or covertly. 
Discursive psychologists and critical psychologists have developed theories and methods 
to investigate or make inferences about what people are doing or trying to accomplish 
with their talking. Members of management boards – or ‘councils of elders’, as Maasai 
and Samburu have it – do not just talk of course. They also make agreements and activate 
rules. Yet, they often wonder why their subordinates, and they themselves for that matter, 
do not always feel compelled to act on what is formally agreed upon. In the interviews 
that I conducted with members of management boards it was an issue that my inter-
viewees themselves frequently raised and sought an answer to. It was salient throughout 
my conversation, for instance, with the Chairman of the Board of the hospital where 
management tried to introduce cheaper surgical suture and failed in its implementation. 
It is around this tension between the formally agreed upon, on the one hand, and informal, 
tenacious practices, on the other hand, that insights from cultural psychology come  
into play.

Apparently, people attune their behavior not only on what is formally agreed upon, but 
also on the basis of something that reaches beyond rules and conventional talk and reveals 
itself primarily by carefully observing expressive practices; observing what people do with 
their bodies when they talk, when they are silent or when they work amongst each other. 
It is not easy to pinpoint on what it is that these persistent behaviors, that transgress 
formal rulings, are based. And this is because it belongs to the realm of the expressive 
body and its feelings, its automatisms, its group-related unreflective actions and the way 
people adhere to what they have learned to be the standard of conduct. As mentioned 
earlier, instead of stop-gapping this realm with the notion of culture, I was particularly 
inspired by what Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) propose – built upon ideas of 
Greenwood (1994) and Maturana and Varela (1998), amongst others – in relation to 
members of intrinsic social groups, as juxtaposed against aggregate groups or social  
categories. In intrinsic social groups – management boards, cardiac surgery departments 
and indigenous communities – people attune their behavior on the basis of sets of agree-
ments, conventions and social arrangements (ACAs). I will use this core idea – which will 
be expanded upon in the following paragraphs and throughout this dissertation – to map 
the way members of tightly knit, exclusive groups automatically and affectively enact 
behavioral patterns and practices. The more tightly knit these groups are the more ACAs 
become important. And relevant to change management, the more tightly knit groups are 
the more likely cultural or ritualized practices perceived by some as ‘undesirable’, ‘harmful’ 
or ‘dysfunctional’ are not to be changed in a pick-and-choose way. Forcefully trying to 
forbid, change or replace a practice singled out as ‘dysfunctional’, as if there is a cabinet 
of isolated behaviors to choose from, feels to members of these groups themselves like 
jeopardizing or tearing down their entire social arrangement. And they will not allow that 
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to happen. When change practitioners – managers, consultants or public health officials 
– try to effect change in this pick-and-choose way, this theory predicts failure or backlash. 
And especially when change is perceived as initiated by people from outside the group or 
community, this backlash is a near certainty. For instance, in my research projects it 
proved to be a mistake to treat either suturing with a certain brand of surgical suture 
material – especially for cardiothoracic surgeons – or performing girl circumcision as 
isolated practices that can be changed or replaced by those perceived as outsiders. The 
issues of surgical suture and girl circumcision raised in my research, although widely 
different in many respects, are perfect examples of seemingly isolated artefacts or practices 
that appear to be easily changeable or replaceable. However, as soon as an attempt is made 
to do so, one will find out that these artefacts or practices are firmly embedded. Surgical 
suture is not just stitching material. Girl circumcision is not just a harmful practice.

When researching girl circumcision, the starting point is to investigate how people from 
within and around the respective communities account for this practice. However, related 
to the aforementioned challenge, the way people account for this or that and the discourses 
they draw upon while doing so do not necessarily correspond to actual behavior. More 
specifically, solely based on isolated accounts, it is impossible to determine whether people 
within a community actually circumcise their girls or not. Although through discourse 
analyses inferences can be made on how discourse informs practice and vice versa (Parker, 
1992; Willig, 1998), people also deploy discourses in a more calculated manner to achieve 
certain objectives (Potter & Whetherell, 1987). Especially when investigating a practice 
that is illegal, the purposive obfuscation of reality by research participants is a real  
possibility. Another possibility is that discourse informs practice in ways one does not 
immediately expect. For example, if someone draws upon a medical discourse – in which 
girl circumcision is construed as female genital mutilation (FGM) – it does not necessarily 
imply that person is in favor of abolishing girl circumcision. He or she might just as well 
be advocating for the medicalization of girl circumcision. Medicalization means that the 
procedure is performed by a trained medical professional in sanitary, sterile conditions. 
This way the negative health risks are reduced. However, this is not what health organi-
zations such as Amref Health Africa are aiming for. They have a zero-tolerance approach 
to all types of girl circumcision. So even if it seems that people are committed to act upon 
certain newly activated rules or if they seem to be persuaded by health-related arguments 
to stop girl circumcision, it still needs careful probing and cross-checking to figure out if 
this is truly the case, and how it relates to current underlying routines and practices.

2.2  Body, group and talk in understanding ingrained 
cultural practices

In this dissertation, albeit with some adaptations, the cultural psychological frame put 
forward by Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) is applied to empirical research on enduring 
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patterns and cultural practices. They, in turn, build upon the ideas of Greenwood (1994), 
who proposes that emotions are intrinsically social in the sense that they have content 
with reference to recognized sets of agreements, conventions and arrangements. And, he 
argues, these can be described objectively and investigated empirically. Voestermans and 
Verheggen take this main idea and draw further inspiration from the enactive theory put 
forward by biologists Humberto R. Maturana and Fransisco J. Varela (1998). It would 
take far too much space to elaborate on their rather complex, biological theory in full. 
But since this biological theory corrects a common epistemological error made with 
regards to the idea of culture – as expounded in Chapter 1, I will attempt to bring the 
main point across in the simplest possible manner. They point out that our particular 
embodiment enables us to communicate in particular ways, and that in coordinating 
our attention and behavior amongst similarly embodied persons language arises. So, first 
we need bodies endowed with tongues, vocal cords, ears, nervous systems and so on. 
However, these are not sufficient conditions for language – or other meaningful systems 
– to arise. What is needed is a viable, supportive community of other similarly embodied 
beings in which to attune behavior and enact language practices. This attunement deter-
mines whether that language will be Dutch, English, Kiswahili or Maa. Whilst referring 
to language practices, ritualized practices or cultural practices, we need to bear in mind 
that these are all first and foremost practices enacted by embodied beings, and as such 
cannot be uncoupled from that reality. However, this is exactly what we do when we 
reify culture; uncoupling the notion from actual embodied practices. In fact, this mistake 
is so common, that even cultural psychologists are prone to making it. For example,  
the definition of cultural psychology commonly referred to is that of anthropologist 
Richard A. Shweder as:

… the study of the way cultural traditions and social practices regulate, 
express, and transform the human psyche, resulting less in psychic unity for 
humankind than in ethnic divergences in mind, self, and emotion. Cultural 
psychology is the study of the ways subject and object, self and other, psyche 
and culture, person and context, figure and ground, practitioner and 
practice, live together, require each other, and dynamically, dialectically, 
and jointly make each other up. (1991, pp. 79). 

This definition is proposing the idea that certain polar opposites, such as psyche and 
culture, ‘make each other up’ without giving any clue as to how this has to be done. The 
question remains how then exactly – by what mechanism – do psyche and culture make 
each other up. For me this definition illustrates how easily the notion of culture is 
reified. Even scholars like Shweder, quite an authority in the field, continue – at least in 
their formulations – to make culture do things. So I leave the definition as it is, but I 
will take seriously the message that cultural psychology is less concerned with the 
employment of statistical techniques to test universal psychological principles and is 
more concerned with how people become part and parcel of a cultural group by means 
of how their minds operate in this context. Most cultural psychologists neither pre -



[ 45 ]

Chapter 2.

suppose an abstract universal or aggregate mind nor an abstract culture causally 
operating on the individual mind (Valsiner, 2014; Ellis & Stam, 2015). Cultural 
psychologists Theo Verheggen and Cor Baerveldt (2007) take it one step further and 
dispute that other notions – related to culture and popular in mainstream psychology 
and management science – can ever be put forward as causal; such as shared beliefs, 
cognitions, mental schemata, norms and values. They state that: “Meaning is not shared; 
it is time and again consensually enacted and reenacted” (2007, p. 23). So, in other 
words, meanings come about, when embodied beings are interacting as if they were in 
a dance (see also: Maturana & Varela, 1998; Verheggen, 2005). It is with this attitude 
in mind that I choose to engage with the complexity of the topics under investigation; 
as a cultural psychologist, if you will.

2.2.1 The expressive body
The previous statement that ‘embodied beings are interacting as if they were in a dance’, 
might ring slightly too abstract or poetic to be suitable as a basis for empirical investiga-
tion. At least, that is what I got back once from an anonymous reviewer of one of the 
publications included in this dissertation. The blame rests entirely with me, because  
I should have clarified more clearly what I meant with notions as ‘embodied’ and ‘dance’. 
I reserve some space for doing so in this section and hope to prove that the justification 
for adopting this particular approach has real merit and substance, and is not at all  
poetic word jugglery. If anything, this approach enables one to pierce through the word 
jugglery often employed by those – consultants, storytellers, managers, cultural elders, 
healers, traditional birth attendants, etcetera – that try to mystify their audiences with 
profound language.

Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) distinguish two bodies: the body of cells that you 
have, or microfunctional body, and the expressive body that you are, or macro-operational 
body. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the latter resembles Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of 
‘habitus’. The macro-operational body bears meaning in the sense that is can be elegant, 
attractive, classy and sexy. It bears meaning in the way it is tattooed, pierced, groomed, 
dressed and – relevant to Part Two of this dissertation – cut on the genital organs, male 
or female. It is the body that interacts with and without words. This body with its cali-
brated senses is central to all human interaction. Yet, the implications this has for studying 
psychological phenomena are too often glossed over. The individual’s senses are calibrated 
from childhood onwards within the groups one belongs to. This tuning process of the 
senses takes place by means of explicit and implicit instruction; by means of directed 
exercise and casual play. And this helps to understand why members of more tightly knit, 
exclusive groups oftentimes display group-typical behaviors without these being expli-
cated in protocols or manuals of etiquette. For example, some young Maasai men confided 
in me that they practice scarification – that is painfully burning ‘tattoos’ or scars on their 
arms – not because they are told to do so, but simply for the purpose of ‘beautification’: 
“We like beauty. We like to make ourselves beautiful”. These youngsters were self-con-
scious as youngsters anywhere else in the world, only shaped and styled differently, within 
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the indigenous arrangement of their own community. Voestermans and Verheggen 
reserved the term ‘sensorium’ for the net result of this tuning process of the senses: 

The term sensorium thus designates the sum total of what can be felt, which 
in turn is crucial for assessing properly the circumstances that one is in. 
People do not experience their circumstances and other people’s part in it in 
a bodiless and abstract way. What is agreeable or appalling is primarily felt. 
Clean air is something one really smells; silence is something one really 
hears; and a respectful, loving, and caring treatment is something one really 
feels. (2013, p. 90)

Naturally, there is a biological limit to the extent to which the sensorium can be cali-
brated. Sunbathing can be a pleasant activity as the warm rays of the sun touch our skin. 
Experiencing second-degree sunburn, though, is never pleasant. Within these limits, our 
tanning practices and the way we learn to appreciate skin coloration can be calibrated to 
the likes of fellow sunbathers. Tanning, in that sense, is a cultural practice (e.g., Hunt, 
Augustson, Rutten & Yaroch, 2012). Similarly, evidence suggests that infants’ facial 
features automatically trigger parental instincts (Kringelbach et al., 2008). The early, 
innately triggered, embodied interactions between mother and child regulate mutual 
affects and have implications for the child’s development thereafter (Murray, Fiori-Cowley, 
Hooper & Cooper, 1996; Reck et al., 2004). The way child rearing practices are organized 
and shaped within specific families and the wider community, however, is not exclusively 
determined – although clearly implicated – by our genes or biology. Setting up biology 
and culture in opposition to one another, is not at all necessary when we adopt a more 
enactive approach (e.g., Maturana & Varela, 1998; Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013); an 
approach that explains how both our biological and expressive bodies are directly implied 
in how cultural practices are generated.

In the following, I will succinctly expound the relevance of these ideas for my empirical 
research, particularly, with respect to the difference between the clinical body of cells and 
the expressive body of meaning, by providing an example from my own research on girl 
circumcision. Surely, accounting for the expressive bodies and practices of the members 
of a management board might reveal some innovative insights into boardroom dynamics, 
but its relevance stands pale in comparison to that of the main theme in the second part 
of this dissertation. The relevance more clearly manifests itself where it pertains to tightly 
knit communities wherein the bodies of its members are permanently modified – or 
mutilated – by performing procedures on sense organs, such as the clitoris.

As part of an awareness program to end the practice of girl circumcision, that I attended 
in 2016, one of the first assignments for the children that participated in this program was 
to make a pen-and-paper drawing of the woman’s private parts. These children were 
roughly between 8 to 12 years old. The assignment specifically was: “Make a drawing of 
what the woman’s private part looks like”. What the teacher and facilitator were hinting 
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at was the vulva – the outer part – because that is where girls are cut; on the labia minora, 
labia majora, prepuce and/or clitoris. Of course, this is a didactically justifiable manner by 
which to start a plenary conversation about the intricacies of girl circumcision with 
children of tender age. Inevitably, the teachers and facilitators have to find ways to talk 
about this delicate issue that might trigger feelings of shame, fear and unease and might 
even go accompanied by trauma for some of the children present in the classroom. 

 

 Image 2.3 Drawings of woman’s private part by children  

As shown in Image 2.3, all but one child fulfilled the assignment by using in their drawings 
what they know about the female genital organ of the microfunctional body, that was 
taught to them in biology class. They drew diagrams of the female reproductive tract with 
the cervix, uterus, fallopian tubes and ovaries. Some children skipped, forgot or shortened 
the vaginal canal. Only one child drew the vulva. The photo in the right upper corner of 
Image 2.3 depicts a vulva with a vaginal opening, urethral opening and even a few pubic 
hairs. However, in this drawing too, one cannot distinguish those parts that – depending 
on the specifics of the procedure – are cut: the labia minora, labia majora, prepuce and 
clitoris. Children and adults alike, in many places in the world, commonly refer to 
genitalia or ‘private parts’: clinically and functionally, in terms of procreation and bodily 
excretions. But as all adults know, and most children intuitively know as well, genitalia 
are also part of a person’s expressive being and have meanings that are closely tied to other 
significant members of that person’s group or even the community as a whole. Genitalia 
evoke feelings of pride, shame, joy and sadness. They are hidden most of the time in most 
cultures and exposed in private to important others. Sometimes they are modified, 
mutilated or cut. These meanings reach far beyond the functional meaning as tools for 
procreation – or as transferors of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), to name another. 
The central point, that I am trying to convey here, is that these meanings are directly tied 
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to practices that are enacted over and over again within one’s community. Think of 
practices such as lovemaking, washing oneself and others, dressing, and designing both 
public and private spaces. Note that all these practices are physical – and some sensual – 
and take place within a tangible, cultivated environment. These practices might be 
formalized by codifying, for example, what is considered proper conduct between the 
sexes. But to develop a feel for these codes requires repeated, embodied practice – by 
instruction and play – amongst community members of one’s own and other, relevant 
age-groups. The articulation of a rule does not suffice. One could say that these codes and 
rules about proper conduct are more like afterthoughts – cognitive layers put over what in 
most cases was already there. To be considered a full-fledged member of the community 
and to derive a deeper feeling of belonging from it requires not only knowing ‘about’ the 
proper codes of conduct, but more so it requires a feeling or taste for performing these 
practices in day-to-day life – authentically, affectively and naturally. Put it differently: 
“The normativity that thus resides in the group is not so much propositional or formal, 
but is more primarily enacted and presentational” (Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013, p. 
88). Once senses have become attuned within a community of fellow practitioners, 
group-typical practices become compelling and, put in stronger and less learned wording, 
there are no other acceptable ways of going about one’s business. 

What this specific example tells us is that the teacher and facilitator in this classroom are 
dealing with a group of children that have opted for the safer, more clinical way of fulfilling 
this assignment. This way – consciously or not – the children are avoiding being confronted 
with uneasy feelings that can come along with talking about ‘private parts’. Whether they 
were doing this because they knew that more was coming – almost like a preemptive coping 
strategy in anticipation of the uncomfortable message that is girl circumcision – or whether 
this was just the most immediate image triggered by the question of this assignment is open 
for speculation. However, this example illustrates the fact that there are meanings that are 
recognizably real, but that are engraved in the body, expressed in practices and not so much 
spoken ‘about’, i.e., that are avoided by obfuscating, clinical language and depictions. As 
mentioned, we – children and adults alike – know genitalia carry more meanings than just 
being functional instruments, created by evolution – or God, if you will – for the purpose 
of procreation. We know this for certain by the undeniable and diverse emotions and feelings 
genitalia evoke in relation to important others within our own respective groups and 
communities. The shame, the pride, the anguish, the pleasure, the revulsion or the trauma 
connected to having genitalia of whatever gender, shape or condition are real, and genuinely 
felt. These meanings do not stand in isolation to one singular body, but are directly tied to 
other bodies of meaning, or expressive bodies embedded within viable communities. These 
bodies are not static entities but are interacting ‘as if in a dance’. These meanings come about 
in subtle and not so subtle dynamic interactions: caressing, lovemaking, dressing, deriding, 
staring, avoiding, abusing and indeed male and female genital cutting. So, both the terms 
‘embodied’ and ‘dance’ refer to a fundamental aspect of the coming about of meaning and 
the way people interact in group-typical ways. 
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The way people communicate, interact or coordinate within their intrinsically social 
group as beings with expressive bodies should not be overlooked in research on the cultural 
patterning of behavior. Accounting for culture as embodiment helps to understand more 
fully why some behaviors or practices are so difficult to change. As expanded upon in 
Chapter 5, due to their refusal to work with surgical suture from a different supplier 
cardiothoracic surgeons were accused by some managers of being ‘overly emotional’ in 
their reaction to the change initiative. As argued earlier, these characterizations are not 
only too simplistic, they are wrong. Therefore, I call for more detailed psychological inves-
tigations into how people acquire embodied skills and mannerisms that are in line with 
professional demands, preferences and tastes. This is important because these skills and 
mannerisms are a major part of how people interact. And because they precede – it all 
starts with embodiment – and do not need argumentative structure, they are very difficult 
to shake off. The articulation of new agreements, persuasion by argumentation or the 
re-prioritization of values will yield limited results in this regard or might even be 
completely redundant.

2.2.2 Belonging to a group or community
Whether it concerns the members of a management board, members of a medical specialty 
within a hospital or members of an indigenous community of pastoralists, people in these 
examples recognize themselves as members of their respective groups or communities. 
The recognition of being included in a group or community is not purely a mentalistic 
affair, as in someone categorizing him- or herself as being part on the basis of certain 
characteristics or salient features, i.e., as simply a matter of social labeling (see also: 
Greenwood, 1994). Membership requires being party to specific sets of agreements, 
conventions and arrangements, and is expressed in practices. Enacting these practices 
within the group shapes body, cognition and feelings. The feelings that come along with 
being part of a group or community can vary in intensity, but for most groups being a 
member is laborious and requires continuous effort. The hard work though, provides us 
– or rewards us, so to speak – with a sense of identity. Before anything else, the ‘identity 
projects’ we are committed to are intrinsically social (Greenwood, 1994; Harré, 1983a, 
1983b). For instance, I might wonder why young Maasai men go through the painstaking 
process of scarifying their bodies with burn tattoos, yet I hardly ever wonder why I spend 
hours per week in the gym maintaining a six-pack, use Rogaine to fight off a receding 
hairline, contemplate ink tattoos with ‘profound’ symbolism and adorn myself with inter-
esting gadgets. Of course, I like to think and say that it is all intrinsically me, but deep 
down I know that I am deluding myself. 

The sets of agreements, conventions and arrangements group members are party to can 
differ from group to group, or from community to community. Yet, the underlying 
principle remains the same: people attune their behavior on the basis of identifiers that 
can be described – as I hope to demonstrate – empirically, methodically and objectively. 
In my research, the management board, the cardiac surgery department and the Maasai 
and Samburu communities visited constitute intrinsic social groups in which the members 
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are party to specific sets of ACAs. Most communities have codified rules and laws laying 
down the boundaries of acceptable behavior and specifying ways to act amongst one 
another in a variety of circumstances (A1). Often there are also explicit rules laying out 
what conditions must be met to be considered a partial or full member of the community 
in the first place. Even members of a top management board must abide by their job 
description. Usually that is the first, minimum requirement for being adopted into the 
fold. But the adage ‘rules are to be broken’ is in fact a truism. People know how to bend 
the rules in perfectly socially acceptable ways. In fact, the more one has acquired a feel for 
doing so, the more one displays and is perceived as being a full-fledged member of the 
group. In order to transgress the formal agreements, one must have mastered the unwritten 
rules, or conventions (C). In a management board we can think of the virtuoso that 
breaks the rules all the time, purposely, yet gets things done. By transgressing he solidifies 
his status instead of detracting from it. If the aim is to understand the dynamics within a 
group or community it does not suffice to only study the agreements made and codified 
laws. Although these are surely relevant, these agreements in itself only scratch the surface 
of understanding how people conduct themselves. Accounting for the underlying conven-
tions gives a completer picture, but still does not suffice. People do not act and interact in 
a vacuum or void, but in a tangible, cultivated environment – this also implies being 
embodied, of course. Members of the management board met in square, airconditioned 
meeting rooms with abstract art on the wall, without being plagued by mosquitos, 
monsoon rains and leakages. The children of the management board members were well 
fed and attended school. There is no reason for me to suppose otherwise. There were 
snacks, coffee and iPads on the table. In contrast, some of my interviewees in Maasai 
communities expressed some annoyance with the fact that girl circumcision was the focal 
topic of non-governmental organizations and me as a researcher, while there had been a 
severe drought, cattle were dying and children were not able to get sufficient nutrients and 
attend school. In the kraal where I was staying some people did possess a mobile phone, 
or smartphone even. Yet, although solar panels are becoming more common, people that 
inhabited this kraal could not charge their mobile devices. To charge their devices, they 
had to wait in line at a plug socket at the nearest safari lodge, a decent walk away. This is 
relevant, because one cannot understand behavior without knowing the social arrange-
ment in which it takes place (A2). I would suggest, this is key instead of context. People 
cultivate their social environment by the way they build, decorate, design and maintain 
their public and private spaces, in which they take care of one another and go about their 
business. Usually, we are not aware of how our environment is arranged, how are senses 
are calibrated to that environment, how are bodies are shaped, and how this triggers 
behaviors, cognitions and feelings. It mostly feels very natural and is rarely questioned. 
An outsider from the community is better able to notice the way things are arranged by 
the fact that it is so different from his or her own natural setting. 

To enter the field with a searchlight with the widest possible beam – figuratively speaking 
– I choose to investigate how people conduct themselves within tightly knit groups along 
the lines of agreements, conventions and arrangements, hereafter frequently referred to as 

Chapter 2.



[ 51 ]

the ACA-framework. By adopting this cultural psychological frame, the explicit as well as 
the more implicit ways by which people coordinate their actions can be paid attention to. 
The difference between these three identifiers of group-belonging (ACAs) lies in the extent 
to which they are articulated and in the extent to which they involve the members that 
are party to it into the group, as will be expounded in the next paragraph.

2.2.3 A framework for analyses
Feelings of group-belonging can vary in the extent to which they involve people into the 
group based on whether they are primarily triggered by agreements, conventions or social 
arrangements (A1CA2). Voestermans and Verheggen (2013) propose to plot these three 
identifiers on the inversely related dimensions of involvement and articulation.  
Agreements and rules (A1) are easy to articulate, can be transgressed, can be renegotiated 
and changed, but do not necessarily trigger a deep feeling of belonging or a strong sense 
of identity. Social arrangements (A2), on the other hand, are difficult to pinpoint, but 
involve people deeply into the group; authentically, affectively and naturally. The reason 
arrangements are difficult to pinpoint is because a whole arrangement of elements – hence 
the term – in the physical environment and the expressive bodies operating in that  
environment must be considered in conjunction. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, 
social arrangements are about how our environment is cultivated, how our senses are 
calibrated to that environment, how our bodies are shaped, and how this, in turn, triggers 
behaviors, cognitions and feelings. So, this is truly a call for a holistic investigation. Social 
arrangements are expressed in embodied practices. It is in this realm that the expressive 
body comes into play. The expressive body with its skills, appearance and calibrated senses 
is attuned to these local social arrangements. The body literally feels at home here. 
Conventions (C), within this framework, mark an analytical middle position. With some 
effort conventions can be articulated, even if they are not codified in law or written down 
in some guideline. 

To illustrate what I mean with the above, let’s assume someone as part of his identity 
project is committed to the ‘moral career’ of a Casanova. This moral career is not pursued 
in a void, but in a community or subgroup within that community, whose members 
appreciate, stimulate and facilitate this type of behavior. Pursuing this moral career with 
any amount of success requires one to be knowledgeable about and have a feel for what is 
considered proper conduct between the sexes (A1). However, if that was all this Casanova 
had going on for himself, he would be a rigid Casanova and not be very successful in his 
pursuits. What he needs to learn is how to transgress the formal order in such a way that 
his counterparts perceive his overtures as charming or naughty even, and not as indecent 
or as coming on too strong. He needs to acquire the skills and sensitivity to be able to 
tread this very thin line (C). Furthermore, he needs to be endowed with an appealing – or 
in the case of Giacomo Casanova himself, at least not repulsive – physique and embodied 
mannerisms that trigger sexual feelings not spoken ‘about’. He needs to be physically 
healthy and potent too, in order for the moment suprême not to turn into an anti-climax. 
Last, but by no means least, he needs a comfortable, private place where he can play his 

Chapter 2.



[ 52 ]

games and entrap his ‘loverettes’: a house, a boat, an island, a hotel, or whatever romantic 
place he can orchestrate. Evidently, in pursuit of success the tangible, the concrete and the 
physical (A2) may not be ignored. 

To make sure all the aspects mentioned above – from the articulated to the taken-for-
granted – are systematically accounted for in research on enduring patterns and cultural 
practices, I developed the design represented in Figure 2.1. The upper horizontal grey line 
represents how ACAs can be plotted along the dimensions of involvement and articula-
tion. This figure also represents how I propose to use the ACA-framework as a basis for 
organizing data collection and data-analyses in my research.

Explicit

Low involvement

Implicit

High involvement

Identifiers  
of group-belonging
(Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013)

Rules and agreements Conventions Social arrangements

Data collection Literature  
and archive research

Interviews / participant 
observation

Participant observation 
/ interviews

Analysis Extraction of relevant 
written rules from 
official documents

Explication of 
unwritten rules

Physicality, manner-
isms, architecture, 
tools, paraphernalia, 
fashion, food, but also 
investigation along 5 
domains of culture1  

and examination of 
available discursive 
resources2

1. Gender, status, ethnicity, age and religon (see also: Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013)
2. The (in)ability for discourse analyses to reveal unarticulated, embodied practices is reflected upon in text

Figure 2.1 Framework for studying dynamics within tightly knit groups and communities

The investigation of each set of identifiers distinguished within the ACA-framework calls 
for specific methods of data collection and data-analyses. Rules and agreements (A1) – if 
relevant to the issue or research question at hand – can usually be found written down in 
the law, codes of conduct, guidelines, protocols, job descriptions, mission statements, 
strategic policy plans, websites, and so forth. It is important that researchers make sure 
beforehand they are granted access to all relevant documents. For instance, in the case of 
my research on boardroom dynamics, I needed to be knowledgeable about what is written 
in the strategic multi-year policy plan. Otherwise it would have been extremely difficult 
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to make sense out of what the members of the management board were saying, whilst I 
was participatively observing their meetings. Given the fact that conventions (C), as 
unwritten rules of conduct, are largely not articulated, when it comes to gaining an under-
standing of these conventions, talking with the research subjects is paramount. It requires 
some ethnographic interviewing skills on the part of the interviewer to be able to flesh out 
those things that interviewees might initially not be aware of or might not be willing to 
talk about openly. It is recommendable to triangulate the interviews with participant 
observations or focus-group discussions to cross-check people’s accounts. In my earlier 
research on boardroom dynamics and on the introduction of new surgical suture in a 
hospital, I experimented with different methods to uncover unwritten rules relevant to 
the problem or issue at hand. In Chapter 4, I used Scott-Morgan’s (1994) unwritten- rules-
analysis. The unwritten-rules-analysis was initially developed for organizational issues 
and might therefore be far less suitable for issues related to the communally based practice 
of girl circumcision. This first exercise with conducting unwritten-rules-analyses revealed 
that it was quite laborious, even for a board consisting of only 5 members. On top of that, 
findings derived from discourse analysis – to be expounded in the next paragraph – were 
richer and more encompassing. Therefore, I abandoned unwritten-rules-analyses for the 
research projects that followed. However, conventions (C), as an analytical notion, cannot 
be dismissed from the framework. Conventions are there to remind us that the identifiers 
of group-belonging move on the sliding scale of articulation and involvement. For 
researchers it is advised to consider these identifiers in conjunction; as interrelated sets. 
Finally, uncovering social arrangements (A2), considering their taken-for-granted, experi-
ential nature, represents the biggest methodological challenge in this type of research. 
How this challenge can be met, I will turn to in the next paragraphs.

2.3 Language practices and discourse analyses

Accounting for language practices as a special domain of coordinating behavior and 
attention between expressive, embodied beings requires a thorough approach, preferably 
by means of tried methods of analysis. There are discursive psychological and other social 
constructionist methodologies to analyze both official, sanitized language and more 
casual, messy conversation. These can be used complementary to the main cultural 
psychological frame of this research, even though the paradigms on which these methods 
are based are different in some respects. 

Research on enduring behavioral patterns and cultural practices needs a thorough under-
standing of what people are doing or trying to accomplish with their speech. Evidently, 
this implies taking every linguistic expression serious. However, this must be done  
with out losing sight of the context in which it is expressed, the fact that every meaningful  
expression is intrinsically social, and that language – or argumentative structure – is not a 
prerequisite for meaningful communication. People coordinate their behavior and 
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attention through the enactment of meaningful, embodied practices, in which language 
may or may not arise. Neglecting the latter, might cause us to miss in our analyses 
important underlying patterns formed on the basis of experience-near, social arrange-
ments. We might even be tempted then to stopgap this void with culture, which is wrong. 
Or we could be tempted to prematurely conclude it must be genetic endowment, that 
causes persistent behaviors, which might or might not be true. The latter can only be 
determined, of course, by means of sound empirical investigation. 

Similar to cultural psychology, discursive psychology and Foucauldian discourse analysis 
– although these two latter approaches are primarily concerned with talk and text – take 
issue with overly cognitivist ways of trying to understand human behavior and culture. 
Advocates of these discursive approaches have therefore developed ways to study what 
happens between people when they communicate through language (e.g., Parker, 1992, 
1997; Potter & Wetherell, 1987, 1995; Willig, 2008). It is a mistake to conceive of linguistic 
expressions as strings of words that speak for itself. Moreover, people do not necessarily 
act upon abstract concepts or ideas, even if expressed in their very own utterances. People 
blame, obscure, construct, justify, joke, distract, excuse, frame and persuade whilst using 
the ideas, viewpoints, notions and concepts that are available to them. Fleshing out the 
implicit meanings expressed in talking, holistically and contextually, can reveal or 
pinpoint what is really at stake for the persons doing the talking. For example and as 
touched upon earlier, some of us entangled in a contemporary medical discourse wherein 
girl circumcision is seen as mutilation, as in the ‘harmful practice of female genital muti-
lation (FGM)’, would expect that phrase and the acronym FGM stand for itself. However, 
when a Maasai woman utters the acronym ‘FGM’, it can signify many things. She might 
want to signify a rite of passage within the indigenous arrangement she is party to, and 
not be aware or concerned with what the ‘M’ stands for. But she could also take the ‘M’ 
as a badge of honor, being proud of her heritage and having resisted change imposed on 
her community. The ‘M’ might also be taken as an insult; as neocolonial framing of them 
being cruel or primitive people. And for those women that position themselves as ‘survivors’ 
the ‘M’ could stand for a trauma that reaches far beyond mutilation as mere physical 
disfigurement. The only way to figure out which meanings are implied is to look beyond 
the utterances, see the expressive person as a whole and investigate how people go about 
talking within their own social arrangement.

So, I suggest that, depending on the research questions that need to be answered, discur-
sive approaches can be integrated within the ACA-framework. I was inspired to do so by 
an empirical study conducted by critical psychologist Carla Willig (1998) in which she 
expounds how discourse can inform safer sex practices. Similar discourse analytical 
studies have been conducted by others on eating practices (Wiggins, Potter & Wildsmith, 
2001) and health care practices (Seymour-Smith, Wetherell & Phoenix, 2002). First,  
I was inspired by the straightforward language Willig employs, instead of the impene-
trable jargon common to some discourse analytical literature. Second, I was inspired by 
her explanation of the idea of ‘subject positions’ (Willig, 2008) – expounded in the 
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following paragraphs – that bears a resemblance to the idea of ‘identity projects’ (Harré, 
1983a, 1983b). An identity project can consist of multiple ‘moral careers’ (Goffman, 1961), 
and is pursued with reference to specific sets of agreements, conventions and arrange-
ments, as first conceptualized and put together in this configuration by Greenwood (1994) 
– and later built upon by Voestermans and Verheggen (2013). Subject positions are 
linguistically constructed, analytical tools, whereas identity projects are active, real-life 
pursuits. It is an important distinction. However, I contend, the subject position someone 
holds in conversation helps us to identify to which identity project he or she is committed.  
Furthermore, discourse analysis – more particularly Foucauldian discourse analysis – 
might help to deduct from discourse the behavioral opportunities that are available to 
people, i.e., infer from conversation social patterned behaviors and practices. Conse-
quently, it might help to predict whether a call for change, embedded within a particular 
discursive frame, resonates with the target community, whose members might draw upon 
alternative or unfamiliar discourses. Such analyses do not have to be limited to text as is 
common in most studies, but may be carried out on fashion, mannerisms, architecture, 
advertisements, art and artefacts (Parker, 1999; Willig, 2008). The latter is also important, 
because it forms part of my justification for employing discourse analyses to reveal 
something about underlying social arrangements.

There is a difference between discursive psychology and social constructionism, on the 
one hand, and the cultural psychological frame adopted in this research, on the other, 
that cannot be glossed over. Referring to my previous argument, the main objection to 
these discursive approaches, from a ‘radical’ enactive perspective, is that even “… the 
more dynamic versions of constructionist and discursive psychological thought tend to 
restrict their analysis to the study of meaning insofar as it is already discursively articu-
lated and argumentatively structured” (Baerveldt & Verheggen, 1999, p. 188). It is 
recommended to focus more on how meaning is expressed in embodied practices or the 
body as a whole, instead of focusing solely on the practice of talking about things, or 
“aboutism” (Baerveldt & Verheggen, 1999, p. 186). However, it is also not denied that a 
big chunk of meaning and patterns of behavior are nevertheless ‘argumentatively struc-
tured’. In addition and according to my interpretation, expressive, embodied practices, 
such as joking, singing, dancing and so on – that involve language to some extent, are also 
implicated in social arrangements. So, I take this as a call to broaden the analyses to 
include all expressive practices instead of only focusing on language as structured text, on 
the one hand, or only on articulated rules versus non-verbal arrangements, on the other.

Now, let us turn to discourse analyses and how it relates to social arrangements. Discourse 
– in typical Foucauldian terminology – can be defined as “sets of statements that construct 
objects and an array of subjects positions” (Parker, 1994, p. 245), that informs practice by 
positioning of a subject (Davies & Harré, 1990, 1999; Willig, 2008). A social arrange-
ment is defined as “that very much taken-for-granted environment that people shape 
themselves, and that in turn helps to shape the behaviors and feelings of people, and even 
triggers them” (Voestermans & Verheggen, 2013, p. 96). These two notions, discourse 
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and social arrangement, have in common that they are both about how meaning and 
experiences are socially constructed, and about how behavior becomes embedded and 
patterned. These notions differ in the extent to which they stress the role of language. An 
analysis of social arrangements includes all expressive practices, including language, but 
does not presume an articulated order; or leaves open the possibility of meaning without 
discourse. It is an important distinction. But it is my proposition that these different 
perspectives can be complementary, especially when discourse is taken more broadly as 
pertaining to all tissues of meaning, including non-verbal behaviors, architecture and 
mannerism, as Parker (1999) proposes, and when the analyses are not done one-sidedly or 
in isolation of one another. As already stated, it truly requires a holistic take. There is no 
way around the fact that humans talk a lot and accomplish relevant objectives while doing 
so. The specific cultural psychological frame adopted in this research – from now on also 
referred to as ‘cultural psychology’ – forces one to remain aware of the existence of another 
sultry, embodied reality that needs no language, but involves people deeply into their 
group as if involved in a dance – and is intrinsically social. For cultural psychology, 
Foucauldian discourse analysis comes with the warning never to take any structured 
discourse at face value for representing the reality of people’s experience entirely, since 
meaningful practices do not require argumentative structure per se. 

There is also a difference between Foucauldian discourse analysis, on the one hand, and 
discursive psychology, on the other, in how experience is conceptualized or theorized 
(e.g., Willig, 2008). Foucauldian discourse analysis theorizes experience by assuming 
experience is implicated in discursive practices and vice versa; through this route – by 
analyzing discursive constructions and their implications – inferences can be made about 
how research subjects experience themselves, and the worlds they live in. In contrast, 
discursive psychology conceptualizes ‘experience’ as a notion to be strategically deployed 
to achieve the user’s objective. A discursive psychological reading of texts and transcripts 
is aimed at revealing those discursive moves. For cultural psychology, discursive psychology 
comes with the warning that, even though people do strategically deploy notions such as 
culture, tradition, experience, and so forth – and it is recommended to address these 
discursive moves, taking out the experiential dimension of people’s lives – and our analyses 
of it – is not a good idea if one attempts to understand enduring patterns of behavior. 

In the next paragraph, I will try to harmonize these different streams of thought as 
complementary to one another. As stated previously, in doing so with regards to discourse 
analysis, I follow the guidelines of critical psychologist Carla Willig (1998, 2008). She 
stays far from the impenetrable academese that characterizes a proportion of discourse 
analytical literature. Her simple and straightforward language allows me to stay true to 
the call from social psychologist Michael Billig (2013) to make social scientific writing 
more accessible. However, I cannot avoid adopting some of the technical terminology 
commonly used in discourse analyses.
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2.3.1 Foucauldian discourse analysis and discursive psychology
It is argued that due to the conceptual complexity of Foucauldian discourse analytical 
approaches (e.g., Kendall, & Wickham, 1999; Parker, 1992) studies employing this 
method are rare in psychology (Teo, 2005). However, critical health psychologist Carla 
Willig – mentioned in the previous paragraph – offers a simplified guideline for conducting 
Foucauldian discourse analysis, which consists of 6 methodological stages, instead of, for 
example, 20 stages (Parker, 1992). This increases the feasibility if the analyses need to be 
conducted on many interviews. An added advantage is that her steps are not that concep-
tually complex at all. Her first stage of conducting Foucauldian discourse analysis is a 
search for different constructions of a discursive object. A discursive object can be a thing, 
a theme, a problem or a specific change initiative. In the second stage these constructions 
are located within wider discourses. Usually more iterative analyses on different inter-
views or several focus-group discussions are required to be able to locate constructions 
within wider discourses. The third stage is an examination of what the user, the subject 
who draws upon a particular discourse, is accomplishing by constructing the discursive 
object in a particular way. She terms this stage ‘action orientation’. The fourth stage is an 
examination into what position the subject implicitly takes up from there. She terms this 
stage ‘positioning’. In the fifth stage the implications for what the subject can do, the 
behavioral opportunities available, are investigated. She terms this stage ‘practice’. In the 
final, sixth stage the implications for how the subject might experience his or her reality 
are tentatively delineated. She calls this stage ‘subjectivity’.

To reiterate my previous argument, I refer to Baerveldt and Verheggen, who warn that in 
trying to understand experience, we should not be trapped by, or one-sidedly hold on to, 
one of two extreme positions: 

That is, experience is either excluded from the social constructionist 
framework, or the structure of human behavior and experience is derived 
from some kind of already produced linguistic or discursive social order 
which seems to be well-known already. The claim is either that we should 
restrict ourselves to the study of how people account for their own behavior, 
or that we should study how what we feel, think, or do is structured, or even 
constituted within language. (1999, p. 186)

Here, they highlight the limitations of two lines of investigation within social construc-
tionism, that both overemphasize language: either a one-sided focus on how people 
actively construct reality by deploying discourse or a one-sided focus on how people are 
entangled within discourse. The first is preeminently a concern of discursive psychology, 
the latter of Foucauldian discourse analysis. Similar to Baerveldt and Verheggen in the 
above quotation, Willig (2008) also distinguishes these two positions by highlighting the 
differences in the way agency and experience are conceived. Discursive psychology is 
concerned with how discourse is used to manage stake (e.g., Potter & Wetherell, 1987). 
The user is the active agent that uses discourse to justify, excuse, legitimize, blame, 
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advertise and so forth. Discursive psychology is not concerned with experience as such 
but sees ‘experience’ as a category that can be conveniently deployed by the user to achieve 
his or her objectives. Note, that ‘culture’ or ‘tradition’ are similarly deployed by active 
agents to achieve objectives other than explaining people’s behavior – as expanded upon 
in Chapter 1. According to Willig (2008), and in contrast to discursive psychology, 
Foucauldian discourse analysis sees the user of discourse as embedded or entangled within 
it. Experience is implicated in discursive practices. Discourse makes different subject 
positions available and this availability demarcates the behavioral opportunities people 
can perceive, and thus act out. Through this route – by positioning the subject – discur-
sive practices implicate how people entangled within it experience their reality. 
Nevertheless, a discursive psychological reading of texts and transcripts is possible, as a 
complementary step, in Willig’s third stage of Foucauldian discourse analysis, termed 
‘action orientation’. Namely, because this stage calls for an investigation into what is 
gained from drawing on a particular discourse or constructing an issue in a particular 
way. A particular construction has a particular function, and that particular function is 
often someone’s objective; that of an active agent. So, stage three, I contend, can be seen 
an integration of discursive psychology into Foucauldian discourse analysis (see also: 
Potter & Wetherell, 1995; Wetherell, 1998; 2001). 

As with my earlier elaboration on the importance of the expressive body, the previous 
paragraphs on discourse analysis too might ring a bit abstract and are therefore in need of 
clarification by means of an example. With a worked example that pre-empts some of the 
results of my research on girl circumcision expanded upon in later chapters, I hope to 
demonstrate more clearly what the above implies for conducting analyses on actual 
interview transcripts. In the next paragraph, I will present parts of an analysis of an 
interview conducted with a traditional birth attendant (TBA) in Kenya, that (used to) 
circumcise girls. 

2.3.2 Worked example: Six stage discourse analysis
Before guiding the reader through the 6 stages of conducting Foucauldian discourse analyses, 
first a few words on the sensitivity of the issue, girl circumcision. It is an illegal practice, so 
my interviewee – a widow, (grand)mother and TBA – has stake in being extremely careful in 
disclosing to me whether she still circumcises or not. This interview stands in the context of 
other interviews and observations. The inferences I make in the following paragraphs, are 
made taking this wider context into account. These inferences, such as those on behavioral 
opportunities and experience, should not and cannot be made solely based on the illustrative 
quotations that I provide, or on the basis of one transcript alone.

Stage 1: Discursive constructions

In this stage the aim is to look for discursive constructions of girl circumcision. This stage 
consists of more than a straightforward search for key words like ‘the cut’, ‘cutting’, ‘female 
genital cutting’, ‘female genital mutilation’, ‘FGM’, ‘emorata’, and so forth. Implicit refer-
ences to girl circumcision or even avoidance of the topic entirely, need to be looked for as 
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well. In the latter case, it could mean that there are feelings of embarrassment, fear or 
trauma involved; embarrassment for discussing this issue with an outsider, afraid of being 
found out or trauma of having suffered or having inflicted pain. The TBA in this interview, 
when reflecting on herself as a (former) circumciser, constructs the practice of girl circum-
cision in the following manner:

What else could I do? When my husband passed away, I had no cows,  
I owned no land. To me it was something like a business opportunity.

Here, she constructs girl circumcision as being an inevitable part of her profession as a 
birth attendant. Apparently, there were little or no other opportunities available to her. In 
a patriarchal society that practices polygyny and homogeneous inheritance, where 
property is transmitted from father to son, windows of opportunity are narrow for women. 
This TBA comes from a traditional background and still lives in a relatively remote area. 
To her, becoming a TBA and cutting girls is a socially acceptable business opportunity. 
However, somewhat later in the interview she constructs girl circumcision in a different 
manner when she says:

I have been circumcising many many girls. And when they cry and I pour 
their blood, it will not be good for me. 
Interviewer: Why? 
Because of the pouring of innocent blood.

In the extract above she expresses her unease with the suffering that she has inflicted on 
‘many many girls’. As a TBA she is assigned with the task of performing the apparently 
bloody procedure of girl circumcision. The blood that is poured is ‘innocent blood’, by 
which she implies the girls did not deserve to become subjected to a procedure that 
involves pain and bleeding. The TBA recalls the girls crying and expresses concern about 
the drawback that performing this procedure on innocent girls could have on her. A 
hurtful act to an innocent being will not go unpunished. She constructs girl circumcision 
as a sinful act. Note that this construction has markedly different implications than 
constructing girl circumcision as a business opportunity. These implications will be 
ferreted out in the next paragraphs, or stages.

Stage 2: Discourses

In this stage an attempt is made to locate the various discursive constructions of girl 
circumcision within wider discourses. Discourses from this perspective can be defined as 
“ … sets of statements that construct objects and an array of subjects positions” (Parker, 
1994, p. 245), but also as a way of “perceiving and articulating relationships” (Banton, 
Clifford, Frosh, Lousada & Rosenthall, 1995, p. 16). The latter definition lays emphasis 
on the power dynamics that are involved in discursive practices, in the sense that a 
discourse, by its legitimizing structure, can benefit one group of people and oppress others 
(Parker, 1992).
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Locating the two constructions of girl circumcision, as a business opportunity and as a 
sinful act, within wider discourses cannot be done based on one interview alone. As 
indicated above, recognizing and revealing discourses requires an understanding of the 
broader context in which the interview took place. However, without detailing the content 
and context of all interviews conducted in this research, I will make some plausible infer-
ences, supported with anecdotal evidence to clarify the discourse analytical stages.

The construction of girl circumcision as a business opportunity resonates with an 
economic discourse. It is a job and as such a socially acceptable means to survival. On the 
other hand, girl circumcision constructed as a sinful act against innocent beings – an act 
that has consequences for the one who performs it – draws on a religious discourse. Within 
this discourse ultimate justice is delivered by God Himself. To provide some extra 
context, this TBA designates herself as a devout Christian. This is not a purely cognitive 
affair but has a strong affective component as well. Religion in general, and especially 
religious practices as performed by members of the more charismatic branches of Chris-
tianity, such as the Pentecostal churches, strongly shapes one’s embodied, affective 
make-up. You do not only think Christian, you are Christian with ‘mind, body and 
soul’. It involves a wide array of bodily practices such as dancing, praying, holding hands, 
singing and prostrating oneself. I dare to make these inferences, because I have attended 
and partaken in these kinds of nighttime ceremonies and sermons in traditional villages 
during my field research.

In summary, the economic discourse she draws upon legitimizes and facilitates the 
practice of girl circumcision. On the other hand, religious discourse is a counter-discourse 
that strongly challenges the legitimacy of girl circumcision.

Stage 3: Action orientation / discursive psychology

The stage of action orientation is an examination of what is gained from constructing girl 
circumcision in a particular way within a particular discourse. As expounded in the 
previous paragraphs, Foucauldian discourse analysis perceives people as being entangled 
within the discourses available to them in their culture. Discourses, from this perspective, 
specify and demarcate how persons entangled within it perceive their world and operate 
in it. However, discursive psychology takes on a different perspective and conceptualizes 
discursive practices as the purposive deployment of constructions and discourse to achieve 
a variety of objectives: excusing, blaming, obscuring, justifying, and so forth. This third 
stage leaves room to investigate what a person achieves from constructing reality a certain 
way, and that way make inferences about her objectives as an active agent.

Back to the example with the TBA, she constructs girl circumcision as a business oppor-
tunity which resonates with economic discourse, on the one hand, and as a sinful act 
which resonates with religious discourse, on the other. Sometimes discourse analysts must 
make informed assumptions on how these constructions interrelate and what they are 
able to achieve. But in this interview the TBA herself hints at it when she says: 
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Maybe because of cutting or shedding the blood of an innocent child that 
created poverty to me. It is the punishment for my sin.

Here, the economic justification for performing the procedure of cutting girls is explicitly 
questioned, or undermined, by her contrasting it with the construction of girl circum-
cision as ‘shedding the blood of an innocent child’. It is a sinful act, performed against the 
will of God. Constructed as such, the TBA is not destined to circumcise, and carries at 
least shared or partial responsibility in the continuation of this sinful practice. She can be 
held accountable in the eyes of God, especially now that she has expressed her awareness 
of the pain she has inflicted – or still inflicts – on girls. The poverty she experiences might 
be the result of God’s wrath for her pouring innocent blood; something she actually and 
paradoxically does to provide for herself. As indicated earlier, by no means do these utter-
ances indicate that the religious counter-discourse to the economic discourse has won or 
will win. Change is messy, complex and ambiguous, as becomes evidently clear when later 
she says: 

…  but I am confronted with the dilemma of withstanding the chance  
to earn a 1000 Shilling.

I was told the compensation a TBA gets for assisting in a delivery is about 500 Shilling. 
The compensation for circumcising a girl is about 1000 Shilling. Often girls are circum-
cised in groups. Circumcising girls is more profitable than delivering babies. The TBA 
experiences some ambivalence as depicted in Figure 2.2. She has constructed girl circum-
cision by drawing from two opposing discourses and this creates a tension that she needs 
to account for.

So far, the interpretative frame presented here is fully in line with the basic tenets of 
Foucauldian discourse analysis. A dynamic is sketched between discourse and counter- 
discourse in which change is possible. However, she is still entangled within it; as if played 
by a pinball machine.
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… but I am confronted with the dilemma of  

withstanding the chance to earn a 1000 Shilling.

Business opportunity

Economic discourse

Pouring of innocent blood

Religious discourse

Maybe because of cutting or shedding the blood of an innocent child that created poverty 

to me. It is the punishment for my sin.

Figure 2.2 Action orientation

A more discursive psychological reading of the transcript allows for making inferences 
about how the interviewee attempts to manage the impression the interviewer has of her. 
She shows him that she is aware of the ambiguity inherent in how she accounts for cutting 
girls. She describes her personal struggle, but simultaneously elicits sympathy for her 
predicament. Even though the interviewer practices suspended judgement and has artic-
ulated the objectives of his research to her in clear terms, his Caucasian appearance and 
his embeddedness with Amref Health Africa do not go unnoticed. As he is making infer-
ences about her, she similarly has a stake in this conversation and is making inferences 
about him. Interviewing is not a one-way affair. She is signaling to him, that she is not a 
bad person, might he suppose otherwise. This dynamic does not, however, detract from 
the tension that she is genuinely experiencing. Discursive psychology, on the one hand, 
and Foucauldian discourse analysis, on the other, do not have to be exclusive. As another 
side note, notice how I – the one that has conducted all the interviews – am managing my 
academic stake by writing the above paragraph in third person. Luckily, I do not have to 
do that per se and may diverge from third-person-writing on the call of social psychologist 
Michael Billig (2013). However, the question is: am I entangled within an academic 
discourse or am I managing my stake? Both can be true, simultaneously. But in any case, 
both possibilities need to be addressed in a thorough analysis of accounts.

Stage 4: Positionings

After identifying constructions of girl circumcision and locating these constructions 
within wider discourses, an analysis can be made of possible subject positions that can be 
taken up from there. Foucauldian discourse analysis assumes that a person that deploys a 
construction within a wider discourse is herself located within the network of meanings 
that discourse makes available. Taking up a subject position is not necessarily an act of 
volition. Willig (2008) contrasts subject positions to roles: 
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Subject positions are different from roles in that they offer discursive 
locations from which to speak and act rather than prescribing a particular 
part to be acted out. In addition, roles can be played without subjective 
identification, whereas taking up a subject position has direct implications 
for subjectivity. (p. 176)

A role can be played by an active agent, at will, to achieve some objective. Again, this is 
akin to the discursive psychological take on agency. A role can be juxtaposed against a 
subject position. A subject position is what you embody. Embodiment, here, should not 
be taken literally. Foucauldian discourse analysis prioritizes argumentative structure, or 
discourse, to infer about practice. The cultural psychological frame, I adopt, does take 
embodiment literally, and places it front and center. Foucauldian discourse analysis, 
however, does explain – to the extent that it is argumentatively structured – the social 
patterning of behavior, by showing how people are entangled within language practices. 
It is assumed, that people cannot perceive what is beyond the available discursive frames 
and practices of their own culture. For example, as the TBA in this interview constructs 
the act of circumcising as a part of her job within a wider economic discourse, she locates 
herself as someone who can perform circumcisions legitimately. It is not necessarily a 
matter of ‘framing’, whereby she uses language to convince or manipulate her audience 
(the interviewer in this case). It is factually true that windows of opportunity are narrow 
for women in her situation. The construction of girl circumcision as a business opportu-
nity within an economic discourse makes available to her the subject position of a 
pragmatist. She takes stock of her options and makes the best possible choice in the 
context of what is culturally accepted or even encouraged. In contrast, the construction 
of girl circumcision as a sinful act within a particular religious discourse makes available 
to her the subject position of a change agent or activist. Within economic discourse a 
thousand Shilling for cutting a girl is a ‘remuneration’, whereas within religious discourse 
that same amount evokes the meaning of a ‘temptation’. The promise of eternal life should 
never be sacrificed for short term economic gain.

At this stage of the analysis inferences can be made about the ‘identity project’ (Harré, 
1983a, 1983b) and ‘moral careers’ (Goffman, 1961) she is committed to. Her identity 
project can be interpreted as consisting of two conflicting moral careers – a pragmatic 
traditional birth attendant that cuts girls and a devout Christian that does not cut girls 
– pursued with reference to different, recognized sets of agreements, conventions and 
arrangements. On a theoretical and methodological note, and as mentioned earlier, 
carefully linking these concepts – ‘subject position’ and ‘identity project’ – formed the 
initial justification for employing Foucauldian discourse analysis into the main cultural 
psychological frame of my research, despite some of the paradigmatic differences high-
lighted above.
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Stage 5: Practice

In this stage the relation between discourse and practice is investigated. Discourse informs 
practice by positioning the person that employs it (Davies & Harré, 1990, 1999). The 
construction of girl circumcision as a business opportunity resonates with an economic 
discourse and makes available the subject position of a pragmatist. The TBA acts primarily 
in her own immediate interest after weighing most of her options. It must be emphasized 
that she does so within a community wherein this practice, at least to a significant degree, 
is encouraged. From this perspective she is ‘helping’ the girls to become mature Maasai 
women. She is ‘helping’ them by making their vaginas look esthetically pleasing. And 
because she is an expert, the girls cut by her do not suffer from negative consequences. All 
(former) circumcisers spoken to prided themselves in always having done it ‘nicely’. Never-
theless, the construction of girl circumcision as something against the will of God, that 
resonates with religious discourse, makes available the subject position of an activist or 
change agent. As for this TBA, she appeared to be stuck in her old ways. She was defi-
nitely contemplating change but did not seem to know quite how. Interviews and informal 
talks with other TBAs who have abandoned the practice revealed that they were able to 
get an allowance, open small shops or, for example, join a women’s support group (which 
are often Christian groups). God was highlighted as the driving force for many, as in 
‘with the help of God everything is possible’. 

Stage 6: Subjectivity 

In this sixth and last stage the implications for subjective experience are investigated. It is 
a tentative delineation of what can be felt or experienced from distinct subject positions 
that are made available within a discourse. This stage exemplifies how some Foucauldian 
theorists have attempted to bend their method towards experience. By following these 
stages, the tentative delineation of what can be experienced becomes imitable for other 
researchers. Others may criticize or disagree with how a particular analyst has gone 
through the different stages and on the basis of which data he or she is making inferences. 
However, these steps are transparent and imitable, and that is what sets the discourse 
analyst apart from a non-fictional novelist who also tries to delineate experience.

So, I tentatively suggest, the TBA from the subject position of a pragmatist is better able 
to cope with the uneasy feeling of guilt that is caused by the infliction of pain in young 
girls. It enables her to circumcise without or with little scruples. It is important to acknowl-
edge that the Maasai are kind people and love their children. Often my interviewees 
admitted feeling very uncomfortable with having to inflict pain on young girls. Coping 
mechanisms need to be available to deal with these feelings. It is not far-fetched to deduce 
that constructing girl circumcision as a business opportunity enables this TBA to better 
cope with some of the unpleasant feelings that go along with the practice of cutting young 
girls. However, by locating herself within a religious discourse she has enabled herself to 
look beyond her predicament and explore alternative opportunities to gain income or be 
self-reliant in innovative ways. These kinds of fundamental changes to one’s lifestyle 
require not only courage – provided by the conviction that God will stand by her, but also 
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the ability to forgive oneself. It is not unrealistic to assume that at least some of the TBAs 
spoken to were involved in circumcisions that did not go as planned, or ‘nicely’. During 
my field work I had heard about several fatal incidents, some of which occurred fairly 
recent. Christian religious discourse, that evokes feelings of guilt for committing sinful 
acts in the eyes of God – or for being a sinner by default – also offers relief by emphasizing 
forgiveness. Many Maasai spoken to, called themselves ‘born-again’ or ‘saved’. This fresh 
start makes available the affective space to forgive oneself for having participated in 
practices that are now considered sinful. A summary of the stages – except for stage 3 
‘action orientation’ – of Foucauldian discourse analysis on this conversation with this 
TBA is represented in Figure 2.3.

As a concluding remark on the integration of discourse analysis into a cultural psycholog-
ical frame, discourses should not be conceived as abstract ‘cultures’ of sorts. That would 
be a repetition of the mistake pointed out in Chapter 1. When, as in the example above, 
an indigenous economic discourse is delineated in which girl circumcision makes perfect 
sense, this reflects actually observed practices and is done with reference to the diverse 
lifestyles that Maasai and Samburu people develop and maintain. The Maasai and 
Samburu people that live traditional lifestyles often live as pastoralists on arid pastures. 
Resources are scarce. Women fulfil vital roles; roles that are essential for the survival and 
the viability of their communities. As such, women are valued, but not to the extent that 
they enjoy equal status and equal opportunities with their male counterparts. Instead, 
women themselves are seen as a resource. Resources need to be marked and guarded, 
especially when you, as a successful patriarch, have many and others few. Girl circum-
cision is amongst many other things a mark of possession, and thus oppression. Men can 
marry as many women as they can afford. All the talk of discourse and culture, and the 
fact that an attitude of suspended jutdgement is adopted, may not camouflage some of the 
harsh realities girls and women are currently faced with. 
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Business opportunity

Economic discourse

Pragmatist

Cutting

Pouring of innocent blood

Religious discourse

Activist - Change agent

Educating, facilitating, opening a small shop

•  Without or with little scruples

•  Coping with the unpleasant feeling  

of inflicting pain and possibly guilt

•  Brave, courageous

•  New beginnings

•  Forgiving oneself

Figure 2.3 Construction, discourse, positioning, practice and subjectivity

2.4 Accounting for validity and reliability

In this paragraph, measures taken to increase the quality of my research are succinctly 
expanded upon. Qualitative research when conducted rigorously should lead to results that 
are valid, objective and worth paying attention to. The two main measures to determine 
whether findings of a scientific study are worth paying attention to are validity and reli-
ability. In deductive, quantitative research validity indicates the extent to which a construct 
is accurately measured. Reliability indicates the extent to which repeated measures consis-
tently lead to the same results in the same situation (e.g., Baarda et al., 2013; Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). Quantitative research has fixed procedures in place to determine validity and 
reliability. On the other hand, in qualitative research there are measures that researchers 
can take to increase validity and reliability, but these measures are not fixed. This has to do 
with the fact that qualitative research is not necessarily concerned with operational defini-
tions and operational measures, but more so with exploring, describing, participating and 
changing the situation throughout the research process. Most psychologists have received 
elaborate training in the research of psychological phenomena by quantitative means. At 
least in theory, psychologists should also come equipped with enough qualitative research 
skills to enter the field with an open mind and without a pile of standardized surveys. 
Apart from these skills and techniques, conducting qualitative research first and foremost 
requires a researcher to be self-reflexive. If that quality is absent, it is not recommended to 
embark on a qualitative endeavor of the kind reported on in this dissertation; engaging 
with people that have real stakes. In case this quality is absent, it is better that the researcher 
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sticks with his or her questionnaires, preferably administered online, from a distance. Now, 
this is not to say that I am the perfect example of self-reflexivity, but during this research 
trajectory I regularly questioned myself on why I was hearing and seeing particular things 
in a particular way. I have to admit that at times, despite months-long preparation, I could 
be prejudiced or even downright wrong. That in itself, qualifies as self-reflexivity.

If available, tried methodologies for analysis were integrated within the ACA-framework, 
such as Scott-Morgan’s (1994) unwritten-rules-analysis (empirical study in Part One, 
Chapter 4) and Willig’s (2008) 6 stage approach of conducting Foucauldian discourse 
analysis (empirical studies in Part One and Part Two). Triangulation is inherent in the 
main research design used in all studies, as represented in Figure 2.1. Triangulation can 
be defined as: “… a method of cross-checking data from multiple sources to search for 
regularities in the research data” (O’Donoghue & Punch, 2003, p. 78). This is a narrow 
definition specifically pertaining to methodological triangulation, and to some extent – if 
one stretches the definition – maybe investigator triangulation. In all empirical studies, 
several methods of data collection were used (methodological triangulation) and two or 
more researchers analyzed the data (investigator triangulation). Lastly, as expounded in 
the previous paragraphs of this chapter, the phenomena under investigation were always 
approached from different theoretical perspectives (theoretical triangulation). Except for 
the first empirical study in Chapter 4, that concerned a relatively small board and in 
which I had access to all members, a purposive sampling strategy was employed in all 
studies. Maximum variation sampling was used to target respondents. Interviews were 
‘replicated’ by approaching comparable respondents until saturation was achieved. And 
lastly member checks and peer debriefing sessions were organized in all studies, to validate 
my observations and interpretations. In summary, self-reflexivity, tried methodologies, 
triangulation, purposive sampling, member checks and peer debriefing sessions were 
accounted for throughout all research projects. What I am advertising here, more collo-
quially, is that my research is worth paying attention to. 

2.5 Entrance, rapport and double bind

It is to be expected that boards, medical specialties and pastoral communities are tightly 
knit, closed-off realms and its members not too keen on the idea of outsiders reporting on 
the way they really go about their business. So, the main challenge in all studies was to 
get access. And indeed, it took a lot of effort to organize exploratory meetings to clarify 
my intentions, to build a network of possible gatekeepers and to remind people of following- 
up on their promises. All in all, this might even have taken up 30% of my research time 
and remains largely unseen.  

As indicated earlier, there is another challenge to overcome when investigating tightly 
knit groups, in that even when a researcher finally gains and maintains access, it might 
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Chapter 2.

still be difficult to tell whether the research subjects are putting up a show or not. Since 
the researcher is dealing with exclusive groups in which its members are very aware of an 
outsider standing out in their midst, adopting a fly-on-the-wall strategy might set him up 
for failure. It is not to be expected that the research subjects are passively submitting 
themselves to the interest of a scholar. Therefore, I adopted the mindset you would need 
when investigating an esoteric cult, doubting everything that was put in front of me.  
An esoteric or secret cult that practices active dissimulation: “… intentionally conceals 
itself from unwanted outsiders, and makes explicit use of the most ingenious tactics of 
obfuscation, misinformation, and mystification” (Urban, 2001, p. 7). Now this might 
sound a little negative, or paranoid on my part, and I am not suggesting that my research 
subjects were indeed intentionally deceiving me by making use of ingenious obfuscation 
tactics. However, I need to be aware that there are real stakes involved and continuously 
ask myself the following questions: What would I do if an outsider wanted to report on 
something I worked my whole life to become part of? – such as becoming part of an 
administrative elite or a medical specialty. Or, what would I do if a stranger asked me if 
he could live in my house and talk to my near-and-dear, because he would like to know 
more about indigenous practices related to genitalia? Would I not slam the door in his or 
her face? – I was that stranger! It would be utterly naive to think my research subjects 
would not at least try to present me either a sanitized version of reality or a version that 
lives up to my expectations and that way keep me at bay, from disclosing the real issues. 
And this dynamic presented me with another dilemma. Obviously, I will not partake in 
presenting my readers and audiences with a cleaned-up version of reality. On the other 
hand, if I can gain trust and get an insiders’ perspective, what right do I have to disclose 
that information to a wider audience, especially if the research subjects themselves would 
rather not have it? This double bind might actually never be completely resolved (see also: 
Urban, 2001). What a researcher discloses to a wider audience must be weighed against 
both the stakes of the research subjects themselves and the social relevance of the topic 
under investigation. Scholarly curiosity alone is insufficient rationale and sensationalism 
is to be shunned. 
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