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Abstract 

 

Taking up criticisms of sociological research as over-focusing on the interview, this 

paper considers what can be learned from looking beyond the interview in qualitative 

research and the implications for the study of ethnicity/ race . The paper draws on a 

case study from ethnographic research that shows how understandings of ethnic and 

racial categorisations shift when research approaches transcend the interview .  
 

 

 

0. Introduction: The importance of cutting-room floor  data 

 

When re-visiting the extensive interview data collected in Goldthorpe et al s influential s 
study on class, Mike Savage noticed how much more was going on than the original analysis 

had concluded. Savage found that whilst researchers had made extensive fieldnotes alongside 

the interview data, little of this was used in the final analysis: 

 

When one reads the finished study now, it is interesting that so little is made of this 

part of the research […] This normally meant ignoring the more qualitative features of the interview and concentrating on those aspects of the respondent s testimony which 
could be quantified – for instance the number of classes which respondents identified. )n the process, a huge amount of evocative material was left on the cutting-room floor . 
Having gathered rich qualitative material, the researchers then explicitly stripped out 

such materials in favour of more formal analytical strategies when they came to write 

up their findings  (Savage 2005: 932). 

 

Re-examining the fieldnotes from the study, Savage questions the final analysis and offers a 

much richer view of class identifications than had been determined at the time. Considering 

that Goldthorpe et al s study is seen as one of the founding and most widely discussed texts on 

class in modern British sociology (Savage 2005: 931), the new interpretations found on the 
cutting-room floor  are very significant. Savage shows that what researchers strip out  or 
ignore from the experience of interviewing in order to reach a tidy analysis can distort 

conclusions and give a false – or at least narrow - picture of the data obtained from 

participants in research studies. 

 

This paper reviews the use of interviews in sociological research, finding that whilst some 

research methods literature has long brought up the problems and challenges of interview 

data, these concerns are surprisingly under-discussed in empirical sociological research. 

There continues to be an over-reliance on the interview as the mainstay of qualitative 

sociological research, with little reflection on the potential challenges such data poses. 

Interviews are still used as unproblematic, self-contained capsules of first hand insights. The 
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first section highlights this dependence on interviews in the social sciences in the UK. Section 

two then looks at the particular problem of relying on interviews when researching 

ethnicity/ race . Here we argue that whilst theoretical debates have become more centred on 

the importance of reflexivity and complexity in understandings of ethnicity and race , 

methodological approaches in sociology remain quiescent. The importance of going beyond the interview  in such research is emphasised in section three, with an example from a study concerning young Roma 1 (known locally as cigány  [ Gypsy ]) adults in Hungary. The 

example shows that focusing solely on declarative statements on ethnicity/ race  made by 

interview informants is reductive and offers an exceptionally narrow understanding of the realities of social life and social interaction. A closer look at the data on the cutting-room 

floor  is a way of mitigating these problems.  
 

 

1. The over-reliance on interviews in the social sciences 

 

It is widely acknowledged that contemporary society is interview-fixated. The interview , 

both in the media and in research, is seen as a primary source for understanding people s 
intimate and world views (Atkinson and Silverman 1997). As Savage and Burrows (2007) 

point out, over the past 40 years, sociologists have developed special techniques allowing them to access the social  in particularly powerful ways. They have achieved this by 

developing detailed approaches to empirical research using methods such as the large-scale 

survey (supported by statistical analysis) and qualitative research employing in-depth 

interviews. However, Savage and Burrows warn that a continuing over-reliance on these 

methods, which they argue have become out-dated, is unlikely to provide a robust base for 
the jurisdiction of empirical sociologists in coming decades  : ; and is likely to 

generate what they term a coming crisis of empirical sociology . 
 

This claimed over-reliance on interviews and sample surveys has coincided with concerns 

about how the data they generate is then taken up and analysed. Researchers are accused of 

moving too quickly from data to causation without critiquing or considering the methods or 

processes used.2 Savage and Burrows urge sociologists to abandon a sole focus on causality 
(which we are very bad at) and analysis and embrace instead an interest in description and 

classification  Savage and Burrows : 896). In The Limits of Social Science, Hammersley 

uses examples of the analyses of the 2011 London riots to accuse sociologists of jumping to causation  by over-relying on what people reported about their actions: 

 

In effect, many of them [social scientists] seem to assume, much of the time, that 

identifying causes is relatively straightforward: that conclusions about these can be 

simply drawn from what people report about their intentions or motives  

(Hammersley 2014: 28). 

 

Sociologists have long raised awareness of the dangers of treating interview data as a natural, 

uncomplicated window-to-the-soul. Hammersley tracks the debates from the late 1990s, 

noting that whilst there have been arguments calling for a more sophisticated approach when using interview data drawing on the radical critique of interviews  discussed in Murphy et al 
                                                        
1 Roma (used here as an umbrella term for different groups associated with Roma  or Gypsy ) minorities are 

said to make up about 4-6% of the population of Hungary, although this is likely to be an underestimation (see 

Schafft and Kulcsár 2015).  
2 Interestingly, McKie and Ryan suggest that the contemporary Research Excellence Framework climate with its 

demands for impact case studies could be a reason why sociologists push for causation too quickly (2012: 3-4). 
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1998), qualitative research has continued to rely on interviews without absorbing such 

critiques (Hammersley 2003).  

 

Similarly, Silverman criticises researchers for focusing too heavily on manufacturing  data by 
setting up artificial events (interviews or focus groups) rather than finding data in the field by more naturalistic  means, which can offer a way of avoiding a simple imitation of quantitative 

methodologies: 

 

Despite their earnest claims to do something different from quantitative research 

(more humanistic , more experimental , more in-depth , such manufacture of data to 
answer a specified research problem is precisely the method that quantitative research 

espouses  (Silverman 2007: 37).  

 

Nonetheless, interviews continue to be the mainstay of sociological research. In a survey of 

two social science journals over the course of five years, Silverman found that of the 

qualitative research articles published in the previous five years, interviews and focus groups 

constituted between 55% and 85% of the total (Silverman 2007: 39).  

 

An analysis of the journal Sociology 3 shows a similar picture. Between February 2013 and 

June 2014 there were 97 articles in the nine issues published. Out of these 97 articles, 55 

included empirical research, of which 42 used qualitative research methods. From these 42 

using qualitative research methods, all apart from four4 (over 90%) used interviews as a 

major component of the research methodology, with 32 using interviews as their only source 

of data collection, with only one article referring explicitly to wider literature on the 

challenges of interview data. Looking more specifically at research focused on ethnicity and 

identity, a similar pattern emerges. The ESRC programme )dentities and Social Action  (2003-

2008) is one example5. In two volumes reporting on the programme (see Wetherell 2009(a) 

and 2009(b)) there are 24 chapters, 21 of which report on empirical findings. Out of these 21 

studies, 14 used interviews as their main approach, with 10 of these relying on interview data 

alone. As Silverman writes: Despite the relevance of naturalistic data for qualitative research, 

this supports the contention that open-ended interviews are the default data of choice for 

most qualitative researchers  Silverman : . 

 

The next section focuses on the limitations of relying on articulations of ethnicity/ race  in 
interview-focused research. In particular it shows why research into ethnic/ racial  
categorisations needs to go beyond the interview to develop the necessary subtlety to ensure 

that old notions of ethnicity/ race  are not kept alive by unreflective usage and the reiteration 

of existing tropes. 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
3 Sociology is the flagship journal of the British Sociological Association (approximately 2,500 members) and is 

acknowledged as one of the leading journals in its field. It is published by SAGE six times a year (see: 

http://www.uk.sagepub.com/journals/Journal201569 Accessed 01/08/14). 
4 Three of these used ethnographic research methods, and one used a year of fieldwork  without specifying it as 
ethnographic. 
5 The ESRC Identities and Social Action Programme ran from 2003 to 2008. There were four main themes: 

emerging identity trends; community cohesion and social conflict; civic and political involvement; identity and 

social exclusion. 25 projects were involved in the programme which collectively produced between 17 and 23 

books, 137 to 164 journal articles and 78 to 112 book chapters (see 

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/EC_Executive_Summary%20_ISA_tcm8-22036.pdf, accessed August 24th 2014) 

http://www.uk.sagepub.com/journals/Journal201569
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/_images/EC_Executive_Summary%20_ISA_tcm8-22036.pdf
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2. Interviews and ethnicity/ race  

 

In his celebrated work White Talk Black Talk, Roger Hewitt noted how direct questioning on ethnicity/ race  provoked certain types of responses: 

 

When asked directly about race, there is a certain pride in giving adult-sounding, firm  views, with little regard for specific content. What is often provoked from young 

whites are formulaic responses, either prominent and racist ones they have heard validated  by adults or, less common but equally uninformative, those of the there s good and bad in all  kind  (Hewitt 1986: 7-8). 

 

Here Hewitt notes how direct questioning procures familiar tropes about race  and race 

relations that are already in prominent public circulation in society. Hewitt notes the gap 

between what people say in interview situations and their lived reality: 

  

The social reality they live is not properly reflected in the narrow formulaic terms in 

which the issue is socially aired, and even less in the quantifiable units of research 

schedules which compress even more these limited terms  (Hewitt 1986: 8). 

 

In getting away from only procuring narrow formulaic terms  in his research, Hewitt 

demonstrates the benefits of moving beyond the interview. This does not mean he gave up on 

interviews altogether, but that he carried out interviews alongside ethnography and long-

term participant observation so he could understand the difference between what people said 

and what people did.  

 (ewitt s approach allowed him to challenge the orthodoxies of the early and mid-1980s which cast ethnicity/ race  in the UK as a matter of hostility and conflict alone. (ewitt was able to 
draw strong attention to the simultaneous existence of inter-ethnic friendship groups 

amongst black and white youth. In doing so, his work was prescient about theoretical and 

empirical work on ethnicity up to the present day, showing the increasing importance of new ethnicities  (all 1992), cultures of hybridity  (Hall 1993), convivial cultures  (Gilroy 2006) 

and super-diversity  (Vertovec 2007). Following this trajectory, Harris and Rampton (2009) advocate a methodology that takes as a starting point ethnicity without guarantees  and, like 
Hewitt before them, and in line with Hammersley s cautions , take a critical stance on propositional data, cautioning against taking words too literally, insisting instead on paying serious attention to the discursive and social contingencies involved  (arris and Rampton 
2009: 101). One way of achieving this is to take up Savage s encouragement to researchers to 
transcend the interview by looking more closely at the research data which customarily ends up on the cutting-room floor . The following section attempts this, drawing on some empirical research on ethnicity/ race . 
 

 

3. Ethnicity/ race  in the interview setting 

 

The research example shown here is embedded in a larger project that included ethnographic 

fieldwork6 with young people from both Gypsy (cigány)7 and non-Gypsy backgrounds, 

                                                        
6 The ethnographic fieldwork included participant observation (mostly based in a primary school and with local 

families), fieldnotes, active participation (I helped run a Saturday club for local Gypsy children), photo elicitation 

project with children aged 10/11 years of age, and interviews with two year groups at the school and teachers, 

parents and other local educators. 
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growing up in a town in the great plains of Hungary (Tremlett 2008, 2013a). The research 

comes from an original study carried out in 2004/5 (when the young people concerned were 

10/11 years old), combined with a follow-up study in 2013 (when they were young adults).8 

In both 2004/5 and 2013 Tremlett used photo elicitation methods (amongst other 

ethnographic methods) that included the same participants, allowing a longitudinal analysis 

of the way they represent their lives.9 This research example was chosen for two reasons:  

First, because in the research, interviews were used as a method of data collection. Second, 

because research on Roma/Gypsy people is almost inevitably characterised as being primarily about ethnicity/ race .  
 

 

3.1  Ethnicity/ race  in the Central and Eastern European context 

 

The importance of considering ethnicity in this example is particularly poignant because of 

the on-going racism against Gypsy, Roma or Traveller minorities in public discourses across 

Europe. Racism against Roma minorities also referred to as Romaphobia  or anti-Gypsyism  or anti-Traveller prejudice  is a deep and pervasive problem. )t is said to be one of the last 
acceptable forms of racism and can appear at every level of society, from public discourses to 

local practices. In Hungary the current environment appears bleak. As Bernáth and Messing 

show in their research on media discourses in Hungary from the 1980s to 2011, media 

representations have become focused on either outright racism or insinuating in subtle ways 

that the Gypsies  are to blame in unsolved criminal cases. One quote in a popular daily 

broadsheet shockingly reveals the extent of racist speech that people feel legitimised to say 

and publish. Zsolt Bayer, a leading member of the governing Fidesz party in Hungary, was 

quoted as saying: 

 

A substantial part of the Roma are unable to live among humans. This part of the Gypsies are animals…They are not human beings. They take a knife and kill…Animals 
should not live. This needs to be solved – immediately, and in anyway  (Magyar Hirlap 

5th Jan 2013, quoted in Bernáth and Messing 2013). 

 

This is not an isolated opinion: countries such as Hungary, Romania and the Czech Republic 

have seen surges in anti-Roma politics and attacks on Roma families and communities.10 

Academic research is one way of understanding what is happening at a local level and how 

Roma people are dealing with such challenging situations in their everyday lives. With such 

an ethnicised, racist and divisive backdrop, researchers feel – quite rightly – that questions 

surrounding ethnicity/ race  are the important ones to look at. However, the methodological 

question the present paper raises is: what might be problematic about relying on interviews 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
7 (ere ) am using Gypsy  as a translation of the (ungarian word cigány  which was used by local people in the town where ) carried out my research, including people from Gypsy backgrounds, who didn t recognise the term Roma  for themselves see also footnote . (owever, in wider discourses particularly in EU bureaucratic discourse  Roma  is used frequently as an umbrella term for any groups associated with Roma, Gypsy or 

Traveller and so on, and can also be used as an ethnonym to denote a group of people with a particular Rom  
ethnic identity which includes speaking a particular Romani language (for further discussion on the politics of 

Roma identity, ethnicity and labelling see Matras 2013, Stewart 2013 and Tremlett 2014). 
8 The research in /  formed part of Tremlett s PhD at King s College London that was funded by an ESRC 

studentship (2003-2007). The follow-up research in 2013 was funded by a British Academy Small Grants Award 

(2012-2014).  
9 Ethical consent was sought from the participating children and their parents in 2005, and then from the young 

adults the children had become by 2013, all in accordance with UK ethical guidelines.  
10 The European Roma Rights Centre and the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) have up-to-

date reports, see http://www.errc.org and http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/roma (accessed 4th September 

2015). 

http://www.errc.org/
http://fra.europa.eu/en/theme/roma
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alone for research related to ethnicity/ race ? Tremlett s research in (ungary serves as a point 
of reference. In what follows, Tremlett comments directly. 

 

 

3.2  Background to the research 

 

Over the thirteen years I have been visiting Hungary (I first went there in 2000 for two years 

working for an NGO before carrying out academic research from 2004), I have been acutely 

aware of the poisonous talk relating to Hungarian/Gypsy relations, as illustrated in the 

previous section.11 In my earlier research in 2004/5, I made a very conscious move not to 

focus on direct questioning about ethnicity/ race  and to focus instead on the everyday lives 

and interactions of my research participants. This did not mean that I avoided questions of 

ethnicity/ race  - ) did not turn my back  on the nasty baggage  of race (Wade 2002, quoted in 

Challinor 2012: 1559) – but I focused more on asking people about their everyday practices, 

seeing when and where ethnic/national affiliations or discourses arose. Going back in 2013, I 

still prioritised everyday life – visiting the young people at home or work and meeting in the 

town centre, and initiating photo elicitation projects on their everyday lives. However, this 

time I also decided to ask some direct questions about ethnic or national affiliation. It had 

become an even more politicised topic publicly in Hungary (as the previous section attests) 

and I wanted to get a sense of what these young people thought about their own ethnic 

identifications. The result of this direct questioning illustrates what happens when it is the 

researcher who raises questions about ethnicity/ race . 

 

 

3.3  Direct questions on ethnicity/ race  

 

The chosen example is from one participant, a young Hungarian Gypsy12 woman called Szilvi .13 I have known Szilvi and her family since 2000 when I first went to Hungary - she 

used to come to a Saturday school for local Gypsy children that I helped to organise. She also 

attended the school in which I based my research during 2004/5. In 2013 Szilvi was now a 20 

year old young woman with a 15 month old child. She lives with her partner, Sani, a 

Hungarian non-Gypsy. Over the years I have visited Szilvi in her home, seen her in school, 

outside of school, met her family and now her own partner and child. I have carried out 

passive and active participant observation, written fieldnotes and carried out two photo 

elicitation projects with her (in 2005 and 2013). In this whole panoply of interactions, explicit 

Gypsy or Hungarian identifications rarely came up.14 Nevertheless, in my 2013 visit I decided 

to question Szilvi directly about ethnicity/ race . The following extract from Szilvi s interview 

is her response to my question about her background ( ) ve never asked you about your background[…]what does it mean to you to be Gypsy? . Szilvi s immediate response was to 
tell me about her experiences of racism: 

                                                        
11 I carried out all my research in Hungarian, a language I have been learning since 2000. In 2008 I passed the 

advanced level Hungarian language oral and written exams (Hungarian State Accredited Language Examination, Level C . For more discussion on my status as less-than-fluent  in the language and cultural practices of my 
research participants see Tremlett 2009. 
12 Szilvi used the term cigány  Gypsy  to describe herself and her family. Szilvi speaks Hungarian as a first and 

only language and lives in the town in which she grew up. She used Roma  in the interview to mean Gypsies from Romania . 
13 Names and places have been changed in accordance with ethical guidelines. 
14 In the eight follow-up photo elicitation projects I conducted in 2013 (6 Gypsy and 2 non-Gypsy) no one 

brought up ethnic or national affiliation when talking about their everyday lives and their photographs, although 

when I asked a direct question, the responses did focus on the divisions between Hungarians and Gypsies, with 

frequent racialised framing. 
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 They exclude me because ) m Gypsy[…] The (ungarians in the town look at me with 
hatred. They shrink away from me because I have brown skin. And I even noticed last 

time that they shrank away from my son. Because he has brown skin.  

 (ere the us and them  are unambiguous – they  are the (ungarians  who exclude the me  who is Gypsy  with brown skin  and my son  who has brown skin . The racialised division is 

stark, and there is a declaration of active racism, exclusion and racialisation based firmly on 

the visual – brown skin colour.  

 

Szilvi then goes on to talk about an example of the prejudice she faces from her partner s non-

Gypsy family, who attempt to cover up her Gypsy identity by excusing her skin colour as being 

sunburn:  

  

[...]But at Sani s family place in N...so there, the reason why the people are brown 

there is because they hoe outside, they cultivate the soil so to speak. They pick 

potatoes, or plums, or whatever, so they get burnt from the sun. So my mother-in-law 

and co, they never say that I am Gypsy. Rather they say that I am Hungarian, and so the reason why ) m so brown is because ) got sunburnt. So that s why ) am brown, because 
I got sunburnt ! But anyway I am Gypsy. ) don t deny it and ) wear it with pride. My family doesn t cheat, don t steal, don t lie. And we work like normal people. […] They say in front of everyone that I am Hungarian. And for me it is too much, 

because I nod along, that yes I am Hungarian, when I am not Hungarian. I am not ashamed of my type. Now, ) am Gypsy and that s it.   

 (ere Szilvi gives an intimate portrait of the way her partner s family frame her in racialised 
terms – they are ashamed of naming her Gypsy  and the denial of her ethnicity is firmly rooted in her look . (er brown skin is explained away by sunburn. Szilvi tells me in the interview that she is not ashamed of being Gypsy  because she comes from a normal  working 
family. Szilvi s experience tells us a great deal about the huge struggle for recognition and 

acceptance that can be encountered by Gypsy people in everyday life and in inter-ethnic 

relationships. However, without wanting to detract from this intolerance and racism 

experienced by Szilvi, there is more to her story than is encapsulated in the above extracts. 

For example she is in a serious long-term relationship with a man who is not a Gypsy, and her 

in-laws might be embarrassed and try to hide her ethnicity from others, but they still 

regularly invite her to their home, she goes on holiday with them and they supported her 

partnership and the subsequent birth of their grandson and marriage to their son. This raises 

the possibility of encounters and relationships between Hungarians and Gypsies that are not 

solely couched in exclusion and racism. To explore this further, the next section now focuses 

on the cutting-room floor  data – in other words the data that did not pertain to the central question of Szilvi s ethnic identification or affiliation. 

 

 

3.4  Data on the cutting-room floor 

 

The data shown in this section appeared both in and around the recorded interview and tells 

us a different – not necessarily opposing, but different – story that direct questioning of 

ethnicity/ race  didn t elicit.  

 

Beyond ethnicity: Photographs and stimulated discussion 
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My photo-elicitation project, rather than focusing on any ethnic or national affiliation, was focused on the everyday lives  of the participants (see Clark-Ibáñez 2004, Epstein et al 2006, 

Harper 2002). In this project I gave each of the participants a disposable camera to photograph their everyday lives , followed by recorded interviews based on the images they 
took. Szilvi had participated in the photo elicitation project in both 2005 and 2013. It was 

therefore possible to compare the photographs and discuss the differences/similarities 

between these two periods of time. In neither set of photographs was there anything that 

Szilvi pointed out that was specifically about ethnic or national affiliations. Despite very 

strong public and political discourses in Hungary about Hungarian nationalism and Gypsy 

identity, neither the photographs taken in 2005 nor in 2013 were ever said by participants to be about being Gypsy  or about being (ungarian . This seems to indicate that asking people about their everyday lives  does not necessarily result in any particularly strong set of 
articulated ethnic or nationalistic identifications. 

 

In 2005, Szilvi s photo project had included photographs taken by her mainly in and around 

her home, and included members of her close and extended family and some neighbours. In 

2013, the photographs Szilvi chose to take were also centred on the same home where she 

now lives with her partner and 15 month old child. Despite being in the same home, the 

striking difference between these two time periods is the variety of people and locations. 

Whilst the 2005 photographs showed Szilvi and her family/neighbours posing outside and 

inside the house, the 2013 photographs were taken mainly in one room and were mostly of 

her son, with a few of her partner with her son. There were no pictures of her extended family 

or her neighbours, and only two of anything else: her step-mother and father sitting outside 

their home with her son. In comparing these two sets of pictures, and before I had asked my 

question about ethnic identity, Szilvi brought up a range of problems she was experiencing. In 

brief, these problems were: 

 

 Szilvi was suffering from the recent death of her mother who had been a central figure 

in her family life. Szilvi said she had wanted to take a photo of her mother s grave as a 
part of her 2013 project, but couldn t face going to the graveyard; 

 Quite soon after her mother s death, Szilvi s father had moved out of the family home and into a new home with his new partner. Sani, Szilvi s (non-Gypsy) partner, had 

moved in when they had their child. Szilvi expressed great sadness at living in her 

family home without her mother, and felt sad about sleeping in her parents  old bed. 
This came up when Szilvi noted the differences in décor between the photographs 

from 2005 and 2013; 

 She also talked about struggling with her relationship with her father because he had 

quite quickly found a new partner after the death of her mother; 

 Furthermore, Szilvi found she could not rely on her extended family for support. She 

felt her cousins (photographed in and around her home in 2005, but not in 2013) had 

not been supportive since her mother s death. She said they were two-faced  and she didn t want to see them.  
 The falling out had occurred when her extended family wanted to borrow money. Szilvi s mother used to lend them money from Szilvi s father s wage, but since she had passed away and Szilvi s father had a new partner, this financial support had stopped. 

Szilvi said her relatives had asked her for money instead, but as she and her partner 

Sani do not earn much money (at the time of the research Sani was on a basic wage at a 

dairy farm and Szilvi got the basic state maternity benefit) they could not afford to lend 

any money. 

 Szilvi also felt that she did not receive enough practical or emotional support from her partner Sani. She talked about how he seemed to find their son annoying, and wasn t 
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patient enough to look after him for any length of time. During one interview Sani was 

looking after their son, and we could hear bursts of frustrated interactions between 

them from the other room. 

 

All the above, stimulated by the photographs of her everyday life  were couched in personal/familial relationship terms. Szilvi did not describe her mother s death, her grieving 

process, her fall out with her family or her irritations with her partner as being anything to do with being Gypsy  or being in a relationship with a non-Gypsy. Instead, she phrased such problems in terms of unforeseen circumstances: her mother s sudden death; her father 
gaining a new partner; her new venture into motherhood without her own mother there to 

support her. There were also family problems: her father quickly finding a new female 

partner after her mother s death; her need for financial and emotional stability from her partner; her extended family being two-faced . The photographs, being focused on everyday 

life, stimulated much of this data. In line with other photo elicitation studies of everyday life, such an approach can bring to the forefront the complexity of the mundane  Phoenix and 
Brannen 2014: 11). These articulations of her everyday struggles were not ethnically defined, and could not be easily placed in the us versus them  formula that was so readily available 
when Szilvi was asked directly about her ethnic identifications.  

 

 

Beyond the interview: Observations on Szilvi s everyday life 

 

In numerous encounters with Szilvi outside the interview context, I also had opportunities to 

see her interactions beyond the interview  in everyday life. These observations also did not 

substantiate the binary oppositions of (ungarian versus Gypsy  that had arisen from the 
propositional data invoked by my direct interview questioning. For example, along with her 

non-Gypsy partner, she also had non-Gypsy neighbours and friends that she frequently 

communicated with, and a lot of this was via the social networking site Facebook . Whenever 

I arranged a time to visit her, Szilvi always wanted to be contacted via Facebook – she said she 

was always on the internet and that this was cheaper than texting. Through contacting Szilvi 

via Facebook I noticed how much she seemed to be online, and how frequently she posted 

(around 4/5 postings a day  that were liked  or commented on by both Gypsy and non-Gypsy 

Facebook friends. On the three visits I made to her home in summer 2013, she was always 

lying on the bed with her laptop open. She would show me her Facebook home page, scrolling 

through her Facebook friends who, apart from me, were all living in Hungary and mostly from 

the local area, with a mixture of Gypsy and non-Gypsy people. I was surprised at how little 

physical contact she had with anyone, but also how much contact she had online, ) ve become 
a computer-addict  she told me in a recorded interview, ) spend my week days, my timeout […]…when everything is done…then I lie in front of it [the laptop]. ) m on Facebook, or ) play a 
game, or just look at memories – you know, ) look at photographs . Despite Szilvi complaining 
that everyone on Facebook seemed to be going out more and having a better time than her, Szilvi s frequent postings of photographs of herself dressed up and posing in the selfie  styles 
popular with current celebrities such as Rihanna or Kim Kardashian15  along with cute  
pictures of her son, were similar to the postings of her former classmates (from both Gypsy 

and non-Gypsy backgrounds). Szilvi and her peers are well versed in the standard responses 

within modern communication networks such as Facebook, of making sure their online  lives 
look lively and good, whilst masking the extent of their loneliness and problems offline . Such 

responses have been noted across the world and position Szilvi in a generation of women who 

                                                        
15 For examples of celebrity selfies  see The Cult of Celebrity Selfies  in Stylist magazine, available at: 

http://www.stylist.co.uk/people/the-best-celebrity-selfies-on-instagram-and-twitter# (accessed January 6th 

2015). 

http://www.stylist.co.uk/people/the-best-celebrity-selfies-on-instagram-and-twitter


 

 

11 

11 

use Facebook as a means of projecting a certain kind of self  that is not based on any specific 

ethnic identification, but rather a global identification of a fashionable, modern woman 

(Dobson 2014). 

 

Szilvi and I also met in the town centre to have a walk and a coffee. Whilst walking up a newly 

renovated promenade in the town centre that Szilvi wanted to show me, we met another 

mother and young child. This other mother and child appeared to be middle class non-Gypsy 

Hungarians. I noted how eager the other mother was to chat to Szilvi – the conversation was 

centred on how nice the flowers looked on the new promenade; telling the children not to 

touch the flowers but to smell them; and encouraging the children to say hello to each other and not be shy . I wrote in my fieldnotes that the conversation seemed friendly but a bit aimless , as if this other mother was bored and looking for company. It seemed like a familiar 

situation involving two strangers with young children meeting in a public space and 

producing friendly, polite, slightly banal talk focused on the children. It certainly wasn t the 
hostile, ethnically exclusionary experience that Szilvi reported in her interview, and it was 

actually so ordinary I had forgotten all about it until I went over my fieldnotes again looking for cutting-room floor  data.  After this walk we went for a coffee. Not even reported in my 

fieldnotes, I remember that Szilvi had asked the (non-Gypsy) waiter about where she could throw out some water that she didn t want from her son s beaker cup. The waiter was friendly 
and said he could take it – or maybe she could just tip it in the flower pot next to our table – 

which she did and we all laughed. Again, the Hungarian/Gypsy hostility reported in the 

interview with Szilvi was just not apparent in this mundane, everyday interaction. 

 

Here it is important to reflect on whether my presence as a white, British, middle-class 

woman made the mother and then the waiter more willing to engage with a brown, Hungarian 

Gypsy, working-class woman. ) cannot know what would have happened if ) hadn t been there 
or if Szilvi had been with other Gypsy friends or family. What I can reflect upon is my 

experience in Hungary: whilst my presence may have had an effect, it wasn t the central 
component of either interaction described above.  Following on from this, in over 13 years of 

experience of visiting Hungary, I have observed how open racist behaviour and discourse can 

be. The more heightened sensitivity and sensibility towards racism that I am used to in public 

discourses in the UK is not the same in Hungary. Hungary – as with most of Central and 

Eastern Europe – has had a very different history and experiences of race relations than the 

UK. I have encountered much more openly racist behaviour and speech in Hungary than I 

have ever witnessed in the UK, and being a western outsider  (and therefore perhaps seen as more politically correct  does not seem to make people filter or hide such racism. Part of my 

learning has been how to react to and attempt to understand where such behaviour and 

discourses comes from (see Tremlett 2013b).  For these reasons, these two very brief 

encounters seemed to indicate that Szilvi could have non-crisis non-exclusionary interactions 

with non-Gypsy Hungarians. Furthermore, when Szilvi left she told me she had an 

appointment at a popular nail salon in a middle-class, predominantly non-Gypsy 

neighbourhood. These very small, mundane observations do not diminish the strength of the 

reported feelings of ethnic exclusion in the interview, but are important as indications that 

there are possibilities for Szilvi – as a Hungarian Gypsy woman – to have interactions that are 

not reduced to ethnic exclusion or racism. 

 

In this example we see that in the cutting-room floor  data, the division between (ungarians 
and Gypsies is not always lived out in binary opposition. An obvious point with Szilvi is that 

she has chosen a non-Gypsy partner and they are bringing up their child together16 (in 2014, 

                                                        
16 From my many visits to Hungary I have noticed far more inter-ethnic marriages and relationships between 

Hungarians and Gypsies then any of the wider discourses ever seem to mention. I can never find any research 
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the year after this research was carried out, Szlivi and Sani also got married, with many 

photos posted up on both of their Facebook pages). Furthermore, we can see that much of Szilvi s life is not actually taken up with activities or ideas directly pertaining to something Gypsy  – in fact, there were some problems she faced that other people in a similar situation, 

no matter what their ethnic background, may well face. )n Szilvi s story, if we had only 

extracted the exclusionary behaviour Szilvi reported from people in the street as well as her 

mother-in-law s suppression of her ethnic identity, we could well have ended up in reiterating 

common themes of racism of Hungarians against Gypsies. However, it was vital to also ask: 

what else is important here? By using photographs, observations and the interactions of everyday life beyond the interview, we can learn a lot more about Szilvi s current experience 

of life, much of which does not appear to be defined by a particular ethnic grouping, but 

instead relates to questions around new motherhood, class and social status, gender, personal 

traumas and family relations.   

 

This is not to say that people in Hungary might not be highly racist, or that Hungary does not 

have structural or cultural problems with racism. What this extract reveals is that there can 

be both experiences of social life dominated by racism and exclusion (which can be strongly 

described in interviews) and experiences of social life not based on racism. As Hewitt says, the social reality they live is not properly reflected in the narrow formulaic terms in which the issue is socially aired  (ewitt : . The example of the cutting-room floor  data from Szilvi s interview shows that relying on direct verbal articulations of identity and race  alone 

does not tell the whole story, and can actually risk merely reinforcing familiar tropes. As 

Harris and Rampton put it, 

 

if they [researchers] lack access to local activities and to the ongoing co-

constructions/ renegotiation of racial or ethnic meanings among everyday associates 

amidst a host of other concerns – then the accounts of context produced in interview 

research are not only likely to be limited. There is also a risk that in trying to identify a 

context for what interview informants say, researchers draw on (and position their informants  inter-textually  within  only the most obvious discourses at large. 
Unfortunately, these tend to be essentialist and crisis-oriented, and if these are used as 

the main framing for the utterances of interviewees, then research cedes the terms of 

engagement to dominant formulations  (Harris and Rampton 2009: 116). 

 

 

This is not to deny racist behaviour or the existence of specific ethnic identifications or 

groups. However, re-stating the same formulations of ethnicity/ race  over and over again 

using interviews that only focus on these articulations, is limiting and diminishes local actors, 

rendering them reducible to their ethnicity/ race . The challenge for social scientists is how to 

adopt methodologies which actively enable opportunities for the myriad possibilities and 

positionings constitutive of interactional social life to emerge.  

 

 

4. Conclusion  

 

Researching questions of ethnicity/ race  can be a narrow, limiting experience because of the 

way they are frequently represented in public discourses as dramatic, divisive and crisis 

                                                                                                                                                                                        
that explores inter-ethnic relationships in (ungary, and ) can t believe it is only a trend in the town I lived in. 

There are, for example, prominent Roma public figures whose mixed backgrounds are hardly ever mentioned – 

e.g. MEP Lívia Járóka and Executive Director of the European Roma Rights Centre, Dezideriu Gergely are both 

from mixed Hungarian/Roma backgrounds. 
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oriented  (arris and Rampton : . (owever, people s social realities don t 
necessarily always run along the same crisis-oriented ethnic lines. As Moerman has pointed 

out, researchers can be far more obsessive about it [ethnicity] than our natives are  
(sic)(Moerman 1993: 87). It is not being suggested here that interviews should be dismissed. 

However, the data produced from an interview situation and the types of descriptions 

sociologists then create from that data need to be reflected upon and critiqued. This links to 

Savage and Burrow s  call for more attention to be given to description in sociological 

research and wider debates about the methodological choices sociologists make. When social 

researchers limit themselves to the interview, they risk not being able to match the 

propositional data produced by the interview with the nuances of contemporary social life. 

 

This paper has argued that researchers need to be particularly aware of the means by which 

data pertaining to ethnicity/ race  is procured. Asking people directly about ethnicity/ race  
can be a narrowing practice as it appears to elicit certain types of propositional data that does 

not necessarily reflect the everyday lives or practices of informants. Such an approach can 

render these informants one-dimensional, as if all that is in their lives is a fixed discourse 

focused on one kind of ethnic/racial positioning. In summary, when researching ethnic 

identifications and experiences social scientists should not forget the social part of social 

science, which involves depicting people in the fullness of their humanity. Although people 

may well inhabit structurally significant ethnic/ racial  positions that sociological data can 
readily show, they are also agentive social beings constituting their everyday lives moment by 

moment in interaction as they pursue their conscious social purposes. 

 

-------------------------------------- 
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