PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHOD ASA DISCIPLINE OF A MIND

Paulius Godvadas

This article discusses the opportunities createdenypracticing phenomenological attitude as one
of essential ideas of phenomenological theory apthadology. Phenomenological philosophical
method is quite often criticised for its complichteeas and too few methodological guidelines,
however | argue in this article, that the core ideaf phenomenological method have to be
understood not as instructions but rather as ide#iciples, that have to be modified or interpreted
into practices to enable a researcher or social kvqractitioner not only to understand the
phenomenological method, but to actually practic&everal procedures are proposed that enable
the researcher or practitioner to discipline anaitr the mind in phenomenological attitude. The
implications of practicing the phenomenologicalitatte and the proposed procedures reach far
wider than just social work research — they provaleo important opportunities for social work
practice and are related to such ideals as empatgpect or compassion.

INTRODUCTION

Social work practice and social work research aitegften making a claim of being client-centred
or people-centred. There is a general agreemaettstitial worker in the role of a practitioner or i
the role of researcher should stand on the sidellokrable people or groups in society, should take
a side of those in need or without power and sheuleh represent or advocate the people with
specific needs, problems or life situations. At #ane time social work practice and especially
social work theory is quite often criticised foretttack of firm theoretical and methodological
ground. The real complexity of the situation is eaed when one tries to implement the
professional imperative of standing on the sidewdherable people or groups in society with the
current theory and methodology practiced in eveyyateial work. One immediately has a sense of
lone gardener without a shovel.

Most of social work practitioners | had contactiwalaim, that the current theory and methodology
that they know of in social work provide some siifigdl explanations of generalised phenomena in
social world at best. Whereas the need is to hlagery and methodology that could be used as a
tool to understand everyday life situations tha far more specific and far more complex than
generalised models provided by for example systhey. On the other hand what social workers
have and use in practice is their life experienua &hat is more important intuition. The dilemma
that social workers are facing however remainse-ituitive knowledge is not ,solid* or ,valid®
enough to use when advocating or representing at ishmost important predicting.

My aim in this article is to discuss this dilemmechuse | believe that the implications of one of

scientific theories as well as methodologies — ph&mology can provide some useful tools and
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solutions exactly for this situation. | argue inistharticle, that one of the essential ideas of
phenomenological theory as well as methodologye-idiea of intentionality of the mind and the
phenomenological attitude it implies may suggestes@ery original ideas for social work practice
as well as research. | also argue that the philosapprinciples as described by Husserl need to be
interpreted in a practical (or procedure) sensbeome useful in everyday social work practice
and research.

PHENOMENOLOGICAL THEORY AND PHENOMENOLOGICAL ATTITWDE

Due to the limitations of this article it is not miptention in this chapter to describe the
phenomenological theory or to present a full desiom of phenomenological method, but it is my
intention to provide more detail on the key conseytphenomenological method.

Rather than describing the fully the phenomenokllgitheory and methodology it is worth
mentioning (in quite phenomenological manner) thgeatial requirements for any research to be
phenomenological. These requirements constitutact-bone of phenomenological methodology
at the same time reflecting the basic ideas of pmemological theory. Discussing the essential
requirements of phenomenological research Giorgir@fy 1997) defines at least three of them:

1. One of the most important requirements for reseam@hbe phenomenological is
phenomenological reduction. Phenomenological reoliconsists of at least two ideas that
have key importance in this article - a) the idéabmcketing, which basically means
recognise and withhold past knowledge about thengmenon in order to encounter it
freshly and describe it precisely as it is intuited experienced, and b) the idea of
withholding the existential index, which means tmsider what is given precisely as it is
given, as presence or as phenomenon.

2. Second key requirement for phenomenological rekaardescription. The aim and also the
method of phenomenological research is pure ddsmripand not interpretation,
construction or anything else. However the idedescription cannot be presented without
the context of key phenomenological ideas — tha wleintentionality of the mind and the
idea of experience as it is understood in phenofogigal philosophy. Description is valid
and valuable aim in phenomenological research gebcibecause of Husserlian idea that
our consciousness is one with the “outside worldd always directed to something
(intentional) and because experience in Hussediaterstanding is intuition of an object.
Describing experience therefore means describitugtion of a person on certain object as a
valid way of discovering the object through the esmance of this object in the
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3. Third key requirement in the phenomenological rededs the search for essence of
meaning or intuition. Whatever is given factuallgcbmes one example of possible
instances of the phenomenon, and by multiplyingsibilgies one becomes aware of those
features that cannot be removed and in this way \atsat is essential for the object to be
given to consciousness. Even if one is interestedescribing the intuitions of the object,
the final goals is to look beyond concrete factnalitions and discover the constituents of
the phenomenon that are essential, without whielpttenomenon would not be that what it
is.

4. The idea of intersubjectivity or the ability of genal experience to involve experiences of
other people. Without this key idea the use of pheenological method in research would
be impossible, because it would only allow the aeseer him- or herself to intuit on a
studied phenomenon. However, the experience ofrofpeople would be useless.
C.Moustakas notes, that “although Husserl recogdnike imperative of the transcendental
ego in the uncovering of meanings and essencegich@ot ignore the importance of
intersubjective, particularly in connection withifsasights and subjective perceptions of
what is real”. (Moustakas, 1994, p. 37). Any persomot experiencing separated private
world, rather he or she is experiencing the wofldtbers too. My existence and the others
existence are co-present in intentional communidhis community sense exists as
possibility in every human being. In principle, thés within me a realm of virtually infinite
access to other human beings. This is how theiallusof solipsism is overcome.
(Moustakas, 1994)

Summing up, the phenomenological attitude asdigsussed in this article can be characterised by
attributing to all four above requirements. Phenoohggical attitude means being able (and also
providing effort to) to bracket ones pre-knowleddmut the phenomenon, being able to describe
rather than interpret (or to take intuition as didvaneans of discovery), being able to (and also
providing effort to) relate to experiences of othand being able to (and also putting effort) tuklo
for essential meanings.

These requirements however are not instructions, were they intended as such. The above
requirements form a backbone of philosophical phemwlogical method; however they have to be
modified in order to be used in scientific analysialso argue later in the article, that with aa®
modifications they can also be used in analysimgiéustanding) social work practice. The idea of
bracketing has to be modified into the assumptioth® phenomenological reduction of researcher
or practitioner. Even if achieving absolute withdia from any previous knowledge while

researching certain phenomenon is very hard to imeaig practice, because it would also imply
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abstaining from professional and academic trainamy, learned theories, personal experiences and
know-how in the field, nonetheless the researclasr th adopt the attitude of phenomenological
reduction. He or she must withhold from any presi&@nowledge not in absolute terms but in terms
of distorting his or her ability to intuit the camete instance of phenomenon as it is presented in
research participant’s description. The researtiasrto put effort to abstain from that previous
knowledge that would distort his or her abilityaocept the description of phenomenon as it is, not
as researcher would like (or imagine) it to be. Tezond important requirement of being
descriptive has to be modified into the ability wfsearcher to get as detailed and precise
descriptions of experiences of phenomenon as gdesdiom research participants. Being
descriptive in this sense means abstaining fronemgdisations or abstractions as much as possible
in this step, because rather than enriching rebedata they distort it. Being descriptive here vdoul
mean systematic and scrupulous effort to look foaltest, subtlest details that may seem totally
insignificant or irrelevant from the first glanc&nd the idea of looking for essential meanings has
to be modified to looking for essential scientitonstituents of studied phenomenon in the
framework of a given science. In our case this Mication would mean analysing the descriptions
and looking for essential constituent meanings sfualied social work phenomenon. And the idea
of intersubjectivity has to be modified to empathy,an effort to involve other experiences into my
experience. Empathy here is the ability to intuittbe same object from the perspective of other
human being as well as your personal perspective.

Summing up it must be noted, that the requiremtras constitute the backbone of philosophical
phenomenological method should not be viewed oerstdod as instructions, rather as ideals or
ideal principles and therefore have to be modifredrder to use them as a research method in
scientific research of social work or as a everydaglytic tool in social work practice. These
modifications constitute transformation of an id@ainciple into practical principles related to
scientific research of social work and inquiry ot&l work practice.

THE USE OF PHENOMENOLOGICAL ATTITUDE AND ITS IMPLIBTIONS

In this chapter | further discuss the modificatiaikey phenomenological ideal principles in order
to provide a set of instructions enabling socialrkvoesearchers and practitioners to employ
phenomenological theory and methodology in soc@kwesearch as well as social work practice.
| argue, that the ideal principles may be modifiedorm a certain discipline of a researcher or
practitioner mind, which can be practiced rathantimerely intellectually understood and therefore
may provide a useful tool for everyday social wagkearch and practice.

We have already modified the ideal principle of miv@enological reduction to the principle of

researcher or practitioner taking care of abstgifiom any previous knowledge that can distort his
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or her intuition on the phenomenon. In my undeitagthis principle, due to its importance has to
be discussed in more detail. In order to becomeaatipe of discipline of the mind this principle
has to further be modified into a set of instruesidhat enable a research or practitioner to mecti
phenomenological reduction and excel his or hditalbd abstain from pre-knowledge. Therefore |
would suggest that the act of abstaining shouldibeussed here in more detail. | would argue that
the practice of phenomenological reduction raigdeast two distinct problems — first of all how
one can recognise the possibility of distortionpnactice? And the second what does it mean in
practice to abstain? The first problem is stronghated with the mental capability of a researcher
or practitioner for self-reflection. Self-reflectias the key ability in recognising the ways ones’
mind can distort ones’ intuition. Being able toleef on the processes of mind provides the firm
ground for the ability to recognise the possiblgatitions. For example being able to recognise the
moment one some stereotypical pre-understandirgjadré is distorting my intuition on a certain
phenomenon means in practice the ability to refbectmy mind and the understanding of the ways
my mind generally works. In this way phenomenolagiattitude and research becomes much
related to a kind of meditation practice. Howewaf-geflection in itself is an ideal principle. Ant
would be wrong to require from social work practiiers and social work researchers to know the
ways their mind works perfectly. Rather this prpieican be modified further into practice. And
self-reflection practice in phenomenological reskaor in social work practice from the
phenomenological attitude would mean providing eysttic effort to notice the alterations of
one’s’ mind in the process of research or practag to find constituent essences of those
alterations as a kind of habit patterns of the mihd put it in other terms, researching certain
phenomenon in the world means using one intuitiontlee phenomenon and therefore requires
systematic effort not only to analyse the objecinbfiitions but also the process of intuition. In
practice, phenomenological reduction is practiceddpecially in the analysis of data (experiential
descriptions) and it is aimed at minimising thetalisons of intuition on the description. Therefore

| would suggest following procedures as a possiplelelines for practice of phenomenological
reduction attitude in both social work research prattice:

1. Systematic checking of one’s’ mental state. Itnipérative to keep the track of changing
mental state — tiredness, agitation, enthusiasathgpconfusion or any other state of mind,
because it is one possible source of distortionsitaition. The mind may tend to stick to
the first intuition just due to the fact of beingetl or agitated. Therefore the systematic
checking of the mental state provides opporturatgidcrease if not eliminate in the long run
the distortions of intuition caused by a mentalest@his can be practiced in everyday life as

well as research situation by simply spending sonimaites self-reflecting the state of mind.
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2. Systematic checking of one’s’ physical state. Etreugh it is strongly related to the above
procedure | have described it separately in ordestiess the importance of self-reflection
on ones physical state. The mind of hungry, sleepytired person shure is working
differently from the mind of well rested person.eféfore it is also important to self-reflect
on ones’ physical state.

3. Systematic efforts to recognise clichés, stereatypeejudices, presuppositions. In practice
this means a kind of efforts to trace back theifitin and check whether it is not grounded
in cliché, stereotype, prejudice or some other fofnpre-knowledge. This procedure may
also be called critical reflection of one’s’ intioih on the phenomenon. In practical sense
this procedure means spending some time after tartiom and critically reflecting on it
rather than hurrying up further into experientiasdriptions.

4. Systematic efforts to keep the concentration of itied on the matter of experiential
descriptions. It is an inherent feature of everyndnito be intentional, however the
intentionality of the mind is always changing — efhimeans that the object towards which
the mind is intentional is always changing, whiem de yet another source of distortions.
Therefore there is a need to systematically natibat is the object of the intentionality of
one’s’ mind and if needed focus back on the subjeatter of the research or inquiry of
social work practice. In practical terms, noticihg focus of the mind means systematically
spending some minutes on self reflection of onedsicentration.

The ideal principle of description and modifiednmiple of getting the experiential description as
detailed, precise and scrupulous as possible agecklto the practice of reflection and reviewing.
One can follow and practice the attitude of dessr@mess while keeping ones’ mind concentrated
on the subject matter of phenomenon, abstaining faay previous pre-knowledge and reflecting
upon the description in terms of its fullness, neks and amount of subtle detail. In practice this
means training one’s mind to seek subtle detaherathan hurry up with generalised abstract
descriptions. In practice this means spending smmetes reflecting and reviewing the description
and looking for the general, abstract ant therefmr@ear parts, clarifying them, and again spending
some time reflecting and reviewing to be able tiaecsubtle inconsistencies.

The ideal principle of searching for essences adimmg of phenomenon and the modified principle
of looking for essential scientific constituents tbe phenomenon in the framework of a given
science may also are in fact practiced as intuifidre two above mentioned procedures or practices
are intended to provide the firm ground for theuitidn practiced here. They are intended to
minimise the distortions, however they must notumelerstood as consequent steps, rather as

constant continuous practice that should also lesgmt during the intuition process. Therefore
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looking for essential meanings also involves seflection, reflection and reviewing in order to
minimise the possible distortions.

The ideal principle of intersubjectivity and the difeed principle of empathy also require same
practices of reflection and self-reflection, be@ursorder to achieve empathy one has to be able to
understand the experience from the perspectivletkperiencing person. The first two practices
described in this chapter also provide the firmugibalso for empathy.

Summing up, the described procedures provide oppityt to practice the phenomenological
attitude in social work research and in social wpréctice. They should not be understood as a
steps or a prescription to try once, rather theyukhbe understood as a continuous, systematic
effort of training and disciplining one’s mind te las focused and authentically intuitive as possibl
and to be able to avoid the possible distortions ¢évident that such practice takes not onlyréffo
but also time, and this is important also in a whaat systematically organising separate time for
self-reflection, reflection, reviewing means alsigcgplining one’s mind to be less hurried and
shallow and more concentrated and intuitive.

The practical application of principles, proceduaasl practices discussed in this chapter may help
a researcher conducting a phenomenological res@atble field of social work, but also they may
help a practitioner of social work conducting aermyday inquiry in social work practice.

Due to the fact, that the described proceduresldhoel understood as a continuous systematic
practice they have implication not only in an aflctesearch or inquiry but also in a broader seiise o
everyday social work practice. For example disniply the mind to be more focused and training it
to be more able to notice subtle details in a phearwlogical research setting also implies the mind
is able to do that in an everyday setting.

The key practices of self-reflection, reflectionsyiewing, and focusing the mind not only provide
opportunity to conduct phenomenological researdhalso provide opportunity for social workers
to train (in quite similar manner as physical trgjlof the body) one’s mind in empathy and insight.
In a similar way the idea of empathy, which hasat@l role in everyday social work practice is
merely an intellectual abstraction of one doeshavte a practice of making oneself excel in it. Just
understanding the ideal of empathy may be intergdtut hardly useful until one has a sense of
practical application — to put it simply if one do@ot know how to practice empathy.

Giorgi also argues that one of the most difficutthdems concerning phenomenological thought is
the communication of it. One of the reasons fos that phenomenological thinking is intrinsically
difficult since it goes against natural tendencycofsciousness to go toward things rather than its

own processes (Giorgi, 1985).



And yet another implication (and also a challengé)practicing phenomenological attitude is
related to time. Since it is exactly the real oagimed lack of time in everyday social work pragtic
or in social work research that created opportesitor fast stereotypical understandings, decisions
and actions the suggested procedures of organggpgrate time moments in both social work
research and practice for self-reflection, reflattireviewing again enables slower, but deeper

understandings, decisions and actions.

Summary

This article discusses the opportunities createdenypracticing phenomenological attitude as one
of essential ideas of phenomenological theory apthadology. Phenomenological philosophical
method is quite often criticised for its complichteeas and too few methodological guidelines,
however | argue in this article, that the core ideaf phenomenological method have to be
understood not as instructions but rather as ide#iciples, that have to be modified or interpreted
into practices to enable a researcher or social kvqractitioner not only to understand the
phenomenological method, but to actually practite Tihere are 4 main phenomenological
principles discussed in the article that distinduighe phenomenological method among many
others — phenomenological attitude or reductionsalption of phenomena, extracting essential
structural constituents of experience and intersatyity. Each of the four principles can be
transformed into practical procedures however. tyrsthe principle of phenomenological
reduction can be transformed into practice of abstey from the use of abstractions or stereotypes
or any other forms of pre-knowledge on phenomeiibe. principle of describing the experience
can be transformed into abstaining from abstracivarsal descriptions and rather seeking the
subtle details in descriptions. The principle ofragting essential structural constituents of an
experience means in practice abstracting concreteé detail description of an experience until
unique core structural constituents of an expergeoan be distinguished. And the last principle of
intersubjectivity in practice means testing thea@otied core structural constituents by the usenef t
transformed descriptions of an experience or witle help of research participant. Several
procedures are proposed that enable the researcheractitioner to discipline and train the mind
in phenomenological attitude. The implications @qbicing the phenomenological attitude and the
proposed procedures reach far wider than just domiark research — they provide also important
opportunities for social work practice and are redd to such ideals as empathy, respect or
compassion.

Santrauka

Sis straipsnis aptaria fenomenologgnlaikysenos, kaip vienos esmifiénomenologiés teorijos ir
metodologijos idjy, praktikavimo sukuriamas galimybes. Filosofinisdmenologinis metodas yra
daznai kritikuojamas & savo sudtingy idéjy ir per menk metodinig nurodyny, taciau Siame
straipsnyje teigiu, kad esmm fenomenologis teorijos ir metodologijos #os netugty biti
suprantamos kaip instrukcijos, o gfieiu kaip tam tikri idealizuoti principai, kuriuosatina
modifikuoti j praktines proceg@ras. Tik tuomet fenomenologinaikysena leis socialinio darbo
tyréejams bei praktikams ne tik suprasti fenomenolpgnetod bet ir j praktikuoti. Straipsnyje
aptariami 4 esminiai bruozai iSskiriantys fenomegdhy metod - fenomenologin
redukcija,patirties apraSymas, patyrimo esmistruktiry paieSka ir intersubjektyvumas. ciau
kiekviery Siy keturiy idealizuot; principy yra jmanoma transformuotj konkrefias praktines
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procediras. Pirmiausia fenomenologisa redukcijos principas turi i susiaurintas ir
transformuotas susilaikyng nuo iSankstinj nuostai ir iSankstiny teoriniy prielaidy tiriamojo
reiSkinio poziriu. Antrasis idealizuotas patirties apraSymo pipas turi hiti transformuotas;
maksima} susilaikyng nuo interpretacijos ir patirties aprasymo tikslurhei detalumo iSlaikym
Treciasis esminy patirties strukiiry paieskos principas turidi transformuotag esming patirties
sudedamjy daliy paieSk, ne tik deta} patyrimo apraSym ir galiausiai ketvirtasis idealizuotas
intersubjektyvumo principas reiSkia, kad aprasytauabstraktinta patirties struita turéty buti
patikrinama kartu su tyrimo dalyviu ar remiantis gprasymu. Kiekvieno igiketuriy principy
laikymasis turi lemiamos reik@&s fenomenologis analizs kokybei, tdau kyla sunkum juos
praktiSkai taikant tiek moksliniuose tyrimuose tigksdiedje socialinio darbo praktikoje.
Straipsnyje aptariamos ir @iomos kelios konke#os procedros, kurios leidzia tyjjams bei
praktikams disciplinuoti ir treniruoti savo pmptfenomenologinei laikysenai panasiado, kaip
fiziniai pratimai treniruoja kng. Fenomenologigs laikysenos praktikavimo rezultatai yra
reikSmingi ne tiks socialinio darbo tyrimams, baipt pat kuria naujas galimybes ir socialinio
darbo praktikoje ir gali ati siejami su tok} idealiy idé¢jy, kaip empatija, pagarba ar atjauta
supratimu ir praktikavimu.
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