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Ethnography: problems and prospects

Martyn Hammersley*
The Open University, UK

This article reviews a range of difficult issues that currently face ethnographic research, and offers

some reflections on them. These issues include: how ethnographers define the spatial and temporal

boundaries of what they study; how they determine the context that is appropriate for

understanding it; in what senses ethnography can be*/or is*/virtual rather than actual; the role

of interviews as a data source; the relationship between ethnography and discourse analysis; the

tempting parallel with imaginative writing; and, finally, whether ethnography should have, or can

avoid having, political or practical commitments of some kind, beyond its aim of producing value-

relevant knowledge.

In this article I want to review some aspects of the current state of ethnography,

focusing on areas of tension and conflict. While the selection of issues, and especially

the comments made about them, reflect my own commitments, the problems

identified are common ones. Their importance would be hard to deny, even though

there is little consensus about how to deal with them.

Of course, debate begins with what the term ‘ethnography’ actually means. The

problem is that, like many other methodological terms used by social scientists,

‘ethnography’ does not form part of a clear and systematic taxonomy. And, as a

result, it is used in different ways on different occasions to mark off work of one kind

from that of another. There is probably not much point in trying to draw tight

boundaries around its meaning, but we do need to recognise the range of variation

involved, and on each occasion of use it is necessary to give some indication of how

the term is being used.

Obviously, a key dimension relates to the kind of methods employed. Ethnography

is often seen as a specific form of qualitative inquiry, to be compared or contrasted

with others, for example, with life history work or discourse analysis; though even the

boundaries with these neighbours are somewhat fuzzy. Yet ethnographic work

sometimes includes the use of quantitative data and analysis, so that it may not be

purely qualitative in character. This was true within anthropology during much of the

twentieth century. Similarly, Chicago School sociologists often combined ‘case

study’ with quantitative data, and so did early ethnographic work on schools in the

UK (see Hargreaves, 1967; Lacey, 1970; Woods, 1979; Ball, 1981). This indicates a
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degree of eclecticism on the part of many who call themselves ethnographers.

Indeed, some commentators have emphasised the use of multiple data collection

methods as a key feature of ethnography.

Despite all this, we can identify a methodological orientation that can reasonably

be treated as central to ethnography, and for the purposes of this discussion I will

take the term to refer to a form of social and educational research that emphasises the

importance of studying at first hand what people do and say in particular contexts.

This usually involves fairly lengthy contact, through participant observation in

relevant settings, and/or through relatively open-ended interviews designed to

understand people’s perspectives, perhaps complemented by the study of various

sorts of document*/official, publicly available, or personal.

Also crucial to ethnography, it seems to me, is a tension between what we might

call participant and analytic perspectives. As ethnographers, we typically insist on

the importance of coming to understand the perspectives of the people being studied

if we are to explain, or even to describe accurately, the activities they engage in and

the courses of action they adopt. At the same time, there is usually an equal emphasis

on developing an analytic understanding of perspectives, activities and actions,

one that is likely to be different from, perhaps even in conflict with, how the people

themselves see the world. As I will suggest later, some of the current debates

arise from this tension, with differential emphasis being placed on one side or the

other.

The view from anthropology

The origins of ethnography lie in anthropology, so a good place to begin is with the

criticisms that some anthropologists have made of what they see as other social

scientists’ misuse of the term ‘ethnography’.1 For most anthropologists, from the

early twentieth century at least until fairly recently, ethnography involved actually

living in the communities of the people being studied, more or less round the clock,

participating in their activities to one degree or another as well as interviewing them,

collecting genealogies, drawing maps of the locale, collecting artefacts, and so on.

Moreover, this fieldwork took place over a long period of time, at least a year and

often several years.

By contrast, much of what is referred to as ethnography in the other social sciences

today, including educational research, does not meet one or more of the criteria built

into this anthropological definition. Most ethnographers do not actually live with the

people they study, for example, residing in the same place and spending time with

them most of the day, most of the week, month in and month out. Instead, many

sociological ethnographers focus on what happens in a particular work locale or

social institution when it is in operation, so that in this sense their participant

observation is part-time. This is true even of some Western anthropologists, where

they study ‘at home’ or in other large complex societies. In fact, this restriction on the

character of ethnography largely reflects the nature of such societies, where people do
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not both live and work together in a single place: activities are segmented in diverse

geographical and social locales.

Equally important, the fieldwork carried out by many ethnographers today is, at

best, likely to last months rather than years. This reflects, no doubt, the

intensification of work in universities, the increasing pressure on academics for

productivity, and the shortening of contracts for researchers employed on particular

projects. However, it probably also arises from the use of portable audio- and video-

recording devices, which can produce very large amounts of data quite rapidly; and

the more intensive, micro-focused forms of analysis that have been developed to deal

with data of these kinds.2

These changes in the practice of ethnography raise some issues that are quite

important, but which have not always been given the attention they deserve. We

sometimes tend to treat people as if their behaviour in the situations we study is

entirely a product of those situations, rather than of who they are and what they do

elsewhere*/simply because we do not have observational data about the rest of their

lives. For example, whereas anthropologists have generally insisted on locating what

goes on inside schools within the context of the local community in which the

children, and perhaps even the teachers, live, psychologists and sociologists have

tended to focus almost entirely on what happens within school buildings (see

Delamont & Atkinson, 1980). And this has been true even when there have been

attempts to locate the perspectives and patterns of action found there in a wider,

macro context.3

Much the same point can be made in temporal terms. The shortness of much

contemporary fieldwork can encourage a rather ahistorical perspective, one which

neglects the local and wider history of the institution being studied as well as the

biographies of the participants.4 Furthermore, some ethnographers tend to treat

what they observe in the situations they study as if this can be assumed to be typical

of what always happens there. And there are several reasons why this may not be the

case. An obvious one is the danger of reactivity, that our own behaviour affects what

we are studying, and that this will lead us to misunderstand what normally happens

in the setting. This is especially likely if we only spend a relatively small amount of

time there. But it is also important to remember that what goes on in any situation

changes over time. Some of these changes are cyclical, in shorter- and/or longer-term

patterns.

The importance of these temporal cycles can be illustrated by a case from the

1960s. At that time, many US educationists came to England in order to learn from

what was happening in its world-renowned progressive primary schools. Very often

they spent only a day or two in the schools before going back with the message that

these schools allowed children complete control over their own learning. However,

one research team adopted a rather more systematic approach to time sampling

(Berlak et al ., 1975). They found that the typical pattern was for the teacher to set up

the work for the week with the children on Monday mornings, and to evaluate what

had been achieved on Friday afternoons. Anyone visiting only on Tuesdays,

Wednesdays or Thursdays might well come to the conclusion that the teacher had
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played no role in organising what was to be learned, and did not evaluate it. But this

was a misconception resulting from a failure to take account of the cyclical patterns

that often operate within settings: from assuming that what happens on one day of

the week is much the same as what occurs on other days. Equally important is to take

account of longer-term trends affecting the situations being studied. It is often

argued that the pace of change is more rapid today than in the past; but, even so,

there is a danger that if fieldwork is relatively brief we may not detect such trends.5

So, what I am suggesting is that we need to bear in mind the consequences of

moving from the older anthropological model of ethnographic fieldwork to its more

recent forms, in which we study only parts of people’s lives over relatively short time

periods, perhaps only being in the field a few days each week. There are problems of

sampling and generalisation here, and a danger of failing to recognise both cyclical

variability and fundamental patterns of change. Of course, I am not suggesting that

all ethnographic research has suffered from these problems. Nor am I proposing that

we can or should return to the older form of ethnographic work characteristic of

anthropology, only that we must recognise the dangers involved in the shift that has

taken place.

The problem of context: micro or macro, discovered or constructed?

Another area of disagreement, again sometimes framed in terms of debates about

what is and is not ethnography, concerns whether the researcher must locate what is

being studied in the context of the wider society, or whether instead he or she should

concentrate on studying in great detail what people do in particular local contexts. In

other words, some ethnographers have insisted that ethnography be holistic, whereas

others have promoted what is sometimes called micro-ethnography.6 As already

noted, partly as a result of the increasing use of audio- and video-recording devices,

there has been a growing tendency for ethnographers to carry out detailed micro

analysis of what was actually said and done on particular occasions. Nevertheless,

there are still those who insist on the old ideal of holism, arguing that we cannot

understand what goes on within particular situations unless we can locate these

within a larger picture.

Most of us feel the pull of holism to some extent. However, there are at least two

problems. First, how are we to determine what is the appropriate wider context in

which to situate what we are studying? Second, how are we to gain the knowledge we

need about that context? Neither of these issues is straightforward.

As regards the first, we perhaps ought to ask whether context is discovered or

constructed; and, if it is constructed, whether it is constructed by the participants or

by the analyst. One approach to context is to argue that it is generated by the people

being studied, so that the analyst must discover and document context as this is

constituted in and through particular processes of social interaction. In other words,

it is suggested that participants in social activities effectively ‘context’ those activities

in the course of carrying them out, by indicating to one another what is and is not
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relevant. This is an argument developed by conversation analysts, but now also

employed by many discourse analysts and some ethnographers. From this point of

view, any attempt by an analyst to place actors and their activities in a different,

‘external’, context can only be an imposition, a matter of analytic act, perhaps even

an act of symbolic violence.

I would not want to dismiss this argument out of hand as there is some truth in it,

but we must ask whether it is the case that people always explicitly indicate the

context in which they see themselves as operating. And we must also consider

whether it is right to assume that people know the context in which their activities

can best be understood for the purposes of social science explanation.7

By contrast, some Marxists and others have charged ethnography with only

documenting the surface of events in particular local settings, rather than seeking to

understand the deeper social forces that shape the whole society, and that operate

even within those settings (see, for example, Sharp, 1981). More recently, a similar

kind of argument has been developed by Michael Burawoy and his colleagues, to the

effect that we can only properly comprehend what is going on in any site today

against the background of a world-wide process of globalisation (Burawoy et al .,

2000). Of course, this illustrates that there can be disagreement among analysts

committed to holism about the nature of the larger, macro context in which any

ethnographic investigation must be located.

This leads into the second question, concerning how we are to acquire the

information about the wider world needed in order to situate the local phenomena

we are studying. Must we find some way of studying that wider context

ethnographically? And, if so, how can this be done, since it covers such a large

number of diverse contexts? Or, for this purpose, does ethnography need to be

integrated into or combined with other kinds of social science research that are better

suited to studying whole institutional domains, national societies, and global forces?

If so, this may have very significant implications for the practice of ethnographic

research*/for instance, it may constrain the generation of grounded theory. Or,

finally, should we simply rely on existing social theory to define what the context is?

This solution also raises difficult issues. One concerns how we are to select from

among the various theories available. Do we do this according to evidence, and if so

what evidence is available that would allow us to choose soundly? Or do we choose

on the basis of our value commitments? If the latter, does this introduce bias into our

ethnography? There are some fundamental questions here to do with whether

ethnography is, as it were, theoretically neutral, or whether it has an essential affinity

with particular theoretical orientations; we should note that at various times it has

been closely associated with several quite different approaches, including function-

alism, structuralism, interactionism, and Marxism.

A rather different point of view is that the choice of context by ethnographers is

necessarily arbitrary, in the sense that a host of different stories could be told about

any situation, each one placing it in a different temporal and spatial context. From

this perspective, ethnography is simply one means among others for telling stories

about the social world, stories that need not be seen as competitive in epistemic
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terms. Of course, given this orientation, there would be a puzzle as to why anyone

would go to the trouble of engaging in ethnographic fieldwork. Why not just write

fiction in the manner of novelists and short story writers?

Context as virtual?

Let me turn now to an apparently more specific issue: whether there can be such a

thing as internet or virtual ethnography. I am not going to discuss this in detail, but it

links back in an interesting way to the issue of context and raises some further

questions as well. As we saw, the original form of anthropological ethnography placed

great emphasis on the researcher’s participation in, and first-hand observation of,

the culture being investigated. And that emphasis was also central to sociological

research by members of the Chicago School. By contrast, in the case of internet

ethnography all the data are usually collected online without meeting the people

concerned face-to-face. The question that arises here is: does ethnography depend

upon the physical presence of the ethnographer in the midst of the people

being studied? Or does the assumption that an ethnographer must be physically

present involve an outdated conception of what is required for ethnographic work?

Perhaps it even implies a false notion of personhood in a postmodern world?

Mark Poster, amongst others, has argued that postmodernity de-centres and

disperses identities, and blurs the boundaries between humans and machines

(Poster, 1990).

This is not just a methodological but also a theoretical issue: are there online

cultures that can be studied by internet ethnographers? Or can we only understand

what happens online in the context of the ordinary*/offline*/lives of the people who

produce blogs, put messages on message boards, participate in chat rooms, set up

their own websites, and so on? We need to remember here that, with the availability

of mobile phones and portable computers, electronic virtuality is now embedded

within actuality in a more dispersed and active way than ever before. Moreover, the

cultures that ordinary ethnography studies are also ‘virtual’, in a certain sense: they

are not objects that we can see or touch.

So, on the one hand, there are severe limits to internet data from a traditional

ethnographic point of view: we do not know who the writers of the online

contributions are, what their purposes were, what their circumstances are, etc.

beyond what they tell us. And we should perhaps be cautious about accepting what

they say at face value.8 However, from another point of view, it can be argued that,

since for the most part online interaction operates in an orderly fashion, participants

obviously display enough about themselves through their contributions for them to

be able to understand one another. And it might be argued that an ethnographer

should need no more than this in studying online practices.

What conclusions we draw about these matters will clearly have major implications

for how we take account of the increasing role of electronically-mediated commu-

nication of all kinds in the lives of the people we study. Furthermore, this debate
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highlights one of the most significant fracture lines within ethnography today. In

crude terms, this is between more traditional kinds of ethnography, of both

anthropological and sociological sorts, and forms of ethnography that draw on

discourse and narrative analysis. And this division is also displayed in other areas too,

for example, in arguments about the uses of interviews.

On the uses and limitations of interviews

As I indicated at the beginning of the article, interviewing has always been a part of

what ethnographers do. However, in recent times an increasing amount of work, self-

labelled as ethnographic or as qualitative, has relied very heavily, or even entirely, on

interviews. And this has stimulated questions about whether such work can be called

ethnographic, and even more importantly about whether it is methodologically

sound.

As regards the first issue, there are those who insist that ethnography must involve,

should perhaps even be primarily based on, participant observation. In these terms,

exclusive reliance on interview data cannot be ethnographic, even if the interviews

are relatively open-ended ones. Others, however, insist that what is essential to

ethnography is a concern with capturing participant perspectives, or even giving

voice to the people studied. And they argue that interviews are a peculiarly effective

means for realising this ethnographic principle. Furthermore, emphasis is often

placed upon the importance of interpreting what people say in the context of their

distinctive biographical experiences, which can probably only be accessed through

interviews or elicited documents.

More recently, though, some radical doubts have been expressed about the two

standard uses to which interview data have been put by ethnographers and other

social researchers. These doubts are central to what has been labelled ‘the radical

critique of interviews’.9 The standard uses of interviews are as follows:

1. as a source of witness accounts about settings and events in the social world, that

the ethnographer may or may not have been able to observe her or himself; and

2. as supplying evidence about informants’ general perspectives or attitudes:

inferences being made about these from what people say and do in the interview

situation.

These traditional uses are declared illegitimate by the radical critique, on the grounds

that they make questionable inferences from what is said in particular interview

contexts to events, attitudes and/or behaviour beyond those contexts. Also denied is

that interviews display the genuine, individual voices of informants. Instead, it is

argued that what informants say in interview contexts is always socio-discursively

constructed in a context-sensitive fashion, and indeed that it is only through such

local processes of social construction that informants are themselves constituted, or

positioned, as having particular identities.

Ethnography 9
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Interestingly, this radical critique of interviews can lead off in at least two rather

different directions. One is that research should be restricted to observational data

collected in naturally occurring situations, ruling out the use of interviews

completely. An example is conversation analysis. Alternatively, interviews may be

used as sources of data, but only in order to explore the discursive strategies and

resources deployed there, perhaps on the assumption that these will be used in other

contexts as well. This orientation is characteristic of much discourse analysis,

especially that influenced by Potter and Wetherell (1987).

Now, neither of these two options is true to the spirit of ethnography, it seems to

me. The first either ignores the traditional ethnographic commitment to under-

standing people’s perspectives, or assumes that these can be inferred from observed

behaviour. The second strategy abandons the sorts of inference usually applied to

interview data by ethnographers, and undermines the links that ethnographers

typically make between interview and observational data, for example, in terms of a

contrast between what people say and what they actually do.

Some of the arguments that underpin the radical critique of interviews also carry

implications for how ethnographers analyse data and write up their work. This is

particularly obvious if one pushes the scepticism that is a key element of the radical

critique to its logical conclusion. This would mean that the task of the ethnographer

becomes either to try to represent the incommensurable discourses that are

circulating within the situation studied; or, alternatively, to produce a research

report that continually subverts its own claim to knowledge, in much the same way

that some modern literature subverts its own pretence of realism. The second of

these strategies is encouraged by some of the literature on the discursive or rhetorical

strategies used by ethnographers that emerged during the 1980s and 1990s, and is

exemplified by a few of the so-called ‘experimental’ ethnographic texts that have

appeared.10 This amounts to what we might call a literary turn in ethnographic

writing. However, in my view, while it is important to be aware of the rhetorical

devices we employ as ethnographers (see Atkinson, 1991), and while we should use

whatever means of expression serve our purposes best, the redefinition of

ethnography as a form of imaginative literature amounts to an abandonment of

the task of inquiry (Hammersley, 1993, 1999). But, of course, there are many who

would disagree with this judgment.

Ethnography as political

Mixed into recent discussions of ethnographic writing have been arguments about

politics as well as poetics. In recent decades many ethnographers have come to see

their work as involving political or practical commitments of some sort, these going

beyond a commitment to the production of value-relevant knowledge. This links

back to an issue I mentioned earlier: how far ethnography is a theoretically neutral

technique or involves epistemological and ontological assumptions which may be tied

to particular political or ethical commitments. Rejection of neutrality is most obvious
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in the case of critical and feminist ethnography, but it is also involved where

ethnographers want to make their work serve the requirements of policymaking or

professional practice.11

For me, the ethnographer must neither be in the service of some political

establishment or profession nor an organic intellectual seeking to further the interests

of marginalised, exploited, or dominated groups. Both of these orientations greatly

increase the danger of systematic bias. Furthermore, understanding people does not

require sharing their beliefs, or being obliged to offer them support; if it did, this

would considerably reduce the range of people that could be studied. Nor does it

mean assuming that what they say is true, and restraining oneself from assessing its

validity, any more than it means subjecting them to moral evaluation. There is a

strong tendency among some qualitative researchers today to treat informants

differentially, according to whether they belong to dominant or subordinate groups

(see Hammersley, 1998). Thus, the accounts provided by those judged as belonging

to or representing dominant interests are immediately subjected to ideology critique.

By contrast, ethnographers sometimes insist that what informants from subordinate

groups say, or at least some parts of what they say, must be accepted at face value,

implying that any failure to do this infringes their rights or indicates bias on the part

of the researcher (see, for instance, Connolly, 1992). Yet, once again, both these

strategies seem likely to lead to systematic error.

As I indicated at the beginning, in my view the essence of ethnography is the

tension between trying to understand people’s perspectives from the inside while also

viewing them and their behaviour more distantly, in ways that may be alien (and

perhaps even objectionable) to them. Some recent developments in ethnographic

work seem to have lost that tension, and the dynamic it supplies.

Conclusion

In this article I have outlined a number of important and difficult issues that

currently face ethnographers.12 These concern the spatial and temporal parameters

of data collection and the nature of socio-cultural phenomena, how context should

be taken into account, what can and cannot be inferred from particular sorts of data,

and indeed issues about the very purpose of ethnographic work. Many fellow

ethnographers will disagree with at least some of the views I have expressed here.

However, we can probably all agree that being an ethnographer today is neither an

unproblematic nor a very comfortable role. The very character of ethnography has

come to be contested. I have outlined here some of the debates that are taking place,

and the issues involved.
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Notes

1. For these anthropological criticisms see, for example, Wolcott (1982, 1999, Chapter 9).

2. Jeffrey and Troman (2004) consider the sources of change in the length of time spent in the

field, emphasising the role of external constraints, and how its consequences should be

addressed.

3. Of course, we can always collect data about the rest of people’s lives via interviews, but there

are problems with this, and with the use of interviews generally, which I will come to later.

4. There are examples of longitudinal ethnography designed to overcome this problem: in the

field of education see Smith et al . (1987) and Pollard (1999).

5. For a useful discussion of the importance of time sampling in ethnographic research see Ball

(1983). Jeffrey and Troman (2004) outline some different modes of temporal engagement

with the field, illustrating these from their own research.

6. For contrasting views see, for example, Lutz (1981) and Erickson (1992).

7. Some of those who adopt this conception of context, for example, those influenced by

ethnomethodology, reject the idea that the goal of social research can be explanation; they

see its task as description.

8. For useful discussion of many of the issues involved in ‘virtual’ or ‘internet’ ethnography see

Paccagnella (1997), Hine (2000), Mann and Stewart (2000), and Markham (2005).

9. See Murphy et al . (1998), and for a more recent example of this radical critique: Atkinson

and Coffey (2002). For a more developed response to the arguments making up the critique

than can be provided here see Hammersley (2003) or Hammersley and Gomm (2005).

10. See, for example, Ashmore (1989). On issues to do with ethnographic writing, a seminal text

is Clifford and Marcus (1986). For further references see Hammersley (1994). For an

illuminating application of discourse analysis to both education and educational research see

MacLure (2003).

11. For a discussion of this issue contrasting older and newer perspectives among ethnographers

and qualitative researchers see Atkinson et al . (2003). For some interesting reflections on

this issue in the context of the potential contribution of interpretive perspectives to policy

analysis see Jennings (1983, pp. 27�35). Elsewhere, I have outlined my own views on the

issue of the role of politics in social research in some detail; see Hammersley (1995, 2000,

2004).

12. I have not been able to cover every issue here, of course. One particularly noticeable absence

is the effect of attempts to restructure educational research so as to serve evidence-based

policymaking and practice. For some discussion of this see Hodkinson (2004) and

Hammersley (2005). Another, not unrelated, one concerns the increased difficulties in

gaining access to educational institutions, on which see Troman (1996). A third relates to

ethics and the increasing role of ethics committees in universities and other institutions.
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