Prologue

Here is the take-home message of this book. It consists of two theses.
Thesis 1. It is generally assumed that a necessary preliminary to qualitative research is the formulation of ontological and epistemological beliefs. However, the sentences which supposedly express these beliefs are referentially unsuccessful. They appear to make information-providing statements, but fail to do so. The constituent words are meaningful, but the sentences themselves don’t say anything. So they cannot be used to justify, or ground, or align with, methodological decisions. 

Thesis 2. The metaphysical sentences can still be construed as having a function; but it is not to describe reality (or realities) at any ‘fundamental’ level. Instead, their role is one of resolving and recommending; they are optings and joinings. For the qualitative researcher, they enact the joining of a research culture, they do not justify it. They are essentially performative.
A few short notes on what to expect and what not to expect:
The 40 year-old orthodoxy
There’s no getting away from the fact that the book is an attempt to dismantle what is, for some sectors and some disciplines, a 40 year-old orthodoxy. We can call it the ‘underpinnings’ orthodoxy, the idea that social research must be ‘underpinned by’ – or perhaps ‘aligned with’ – metaphysical beliefs. I’ll be suggesting that the metaphysical sentences in qualitative methods texts can’t be understood as reality-describing or information-providing. They can’t be parsed as saying: ‘The world is like this (therefore we must study it this way)’. They don’t tell us anything about the world. They have a different function. 
Scope
In general, I use ‘metaphysics’ as a loose classification covering ontology, other metaphysical questions, and epistemology. I use the expression ‘qualitative metaphysics’ as shorthand for metaphysical claims of the kind typically discussed, however briefly, in qualitative methods texts. Two examples are: ‘There exist multiple constructed realities’ and ‘There exists a single objective reality’. The book is exclusively about such claims. Nothing I say about the sentences of qualitative metaphysics should be generalised to other metaphysical views. 
-isms and -ologies
For reasons which will quickly become apparent, I have no interest in arguing for, or against, any of the major ‘-isms and -ologies’ of qualitative metaphysical debate. Those expecting general arguments in support of, or opposed to, positivism, post-positivism, realism, idealism, critical realism, constructivism, social constructionism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, postmodernism, post-structuralism, pragmatism, or a dozen other metaphysically inflected views, will be disappointed. The approach I take in this book doesn’t work like that. Instead, I draw on the later Wittgenstein, Carnap, and linguistics.
Wittgenstein
In the Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein doesn’t have theories. So he doesn’t need to elaborate arguments to defend his theories. No theories, therefore no arguments. What he does have, in profusion, are examples – thought experiments, analogies, pictures, objects of comparison, simple language-games, conversations, the ‘assembling of reminders’. In the end, it’s only by studying these that you can begin to catch his drift. Part II presents examples relevant to qualitative metaphysics, including reminders about the ubiquity of causal language, and the use of words such as ‘reality’, ‘know’, and ‘experience’. 
Ordinary language philosophy
In assembling reminders, then, I talk a great deal about the ordinary use of words. So I take myself to be doing something akin to ordinary language philosophy (OLP). This approach has been unfashionable –some would say discredited – since the 1960s; but it has experienced a renaissance in recent years, with a number of philosophers adopting its methods. I sometimes supplement OLP with themes and methods from linguistics. For example, I make use of the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA), and refer to the linguistics of causative constructions, and the existential ‘there’ (‘There exists…’).
Carnap
Carnap was a logical positivist, and logical positivism is redundant, anachronistic, of no contemporary relevance. Many methods textbooks spend a bit of time reminding us of this, their authors possibly unaware of the resurgence of philosophical interest in Carnap over the last 30 years. But Carnap has had a marked influence on recent metametaphysics, and I’ll argue that his expressivism helps us to recognise the performative nature of metaphysical claims. To avoid misunderstanding, I should add that I’m not proposing a reversion to the ‘positivist paradigm’. On the contrary, I think all qualitative metaphysical claims – ‘positivist’, constructivist, whatever-ist – can be dispensed with. 
Positivism

However, it might seem, on occasion, that I’m trying to smuggle positivism back. Not guilty. I don’t believe in a single objective reality any more than I believe in multiple constructed realities. I don’t think that ‘the knower’ and ‘the known’ are ‘independent, a dualism’, any more than I think that they are ‘inseparable, interactive’. The fact that I’m relaxed about (for example) causation and truth is due to what I see as the purely linguistic function of ‘is true’, and the ubiquity of causal language.
Paradigms
The paradigm wars are over, and I won’t be trying to refight old battles. I will be commenting on the invention of (non-Kuhnian) paradigms by Lincoln & Guba; but only with a view to showing that the concept, as it is understood in qualitative research texts, was less than fully coherent from the start. But even if we dispense with paradigms, we still have the metaphysics. We still have ‘underpinnings’ and ‘alignments’. So the deflationary job is only half done. Part II of the book will provide reasons for scepticism about all qualitative metaphysics, whether embedded in ‘paradigms’ or not. 
Lincoln & Guba
There’s a fair amount about Lincoln & Guba in the book. This is because their versions of ‘paradigm’ and ‘positivism’ have become canonical. The tropes they devised are still recycled, generally without much in the way of argument; and their original vision is still built into the foundations of how many writers think about qualitative research, even when it isn’t acknowledged. Consequently, while I focus on Lincoln & Guba’s constructivism, a lot of other stuff gets caught in the crossfire. The book can’t do its job properly without dislodging their legacy.
Illusions of thought
If the statements of qualitative metaphysics don’t describe ‘reality’ or ‘realities’ at a fundamental level, then the writers who think they do, and who accept one or more of them, must be subject to an ‘illusion of thought’. I think that’s true, and in various ways I attempt to dispel illusions of this kind. One way is to have conversations with a hypothetical Reader, whose objections include some I would have voiced myself not all that long ago. 
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