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Series editor’s foreword

This Understanding Socia Research series is designed to help students to
understand how social research is carried out and to appreciate a variety of
issues in socia research methodology. It is designed to address the needs of
students taking degree programmesin areas such as sociology, socia palicy,
psychology, communication studies, cultural studies, human geography,
political science, criminology and organi zation studiesand who are required
to take modules in social research methods. It is also designed to meet the
needs of students who need to carry out a research project as part of their
degree requirements. Postgraduate research students and novice researchers
will find the books equally helpful.

The series is concerned to help readers to 'understand’ socia research
methods and issues. Thiswill mean developing an appreciation of the pleas-
ures and frustrations of social research, an understanding of how to imple-
ment certain techniques, and an awareness o key areas of debate. The
relative emphasis on these different features will vary from book to book,
but in each one the aim will be to see the method or issue from the position
o a practising researcher and not simply to present a manual o 'how to'
steps. In the process, the serieswill contain coverage of the major methods
of social research and will addressa variety of issuesand debates. Each book
in the series is written by a practising researcher who has experience of the
techniqueor debatesthat he or she is addressing. Authors are encouraged to
draw on their own experiencesand inside knowledge.
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John Brewer's book on ethnography exemplifies these features well. It is
more than a textbook about ethnography in that it reveds valuable insights
into his experiences with this approach in a variety o contexts. Brewer is
especially wel known for hisresearchinto the Royal Ulster Constabulary and
he draws on this work on many occasions. Making use of such experience
alows the reader to relate general principles of ethnographic fieldwork to
actual practice. Not only doesthis approach givelifeto methodological prin-
ciples, it also demonstrates how ethnography is more than smply a set of
axiomsto befollowed. There are so many contingenciesto bedealt with, per-
haps especidly in the fraught circumstances associated with the troublesin
NorthernIreland, that ethnography is better thought of asan accomplishment
than acase d following methodological rules. Assuch, the book isvery much
in tune with the reflexivity that has inspired much writing on ethnography in
recent years. It reflectsa concernwith the role and significance of the ethnog-
rapher in the construction of ethnographic knowledgeand with a recognition
o the part played by amultitude of unforeseeneventsin arrivingat an ethno-
graphic knowledge.

One of the most significant developmentsin ethnography in recent yearsis
the growing recognitiond the importance of viewing it as a text as much as
amethod. Thisrecognitionentailsan acknowledgementthat an ethnography
iswritten as much to persuadereadersof the credibility of the account offered
asto present findings. Onefeatureof thistrend has been the examination of
ethnographic writing conventions. Theimpact of postmaodernist thinking can
be seen in thisgrowing interest in ethnographic writing, though the degree to
which postmodernismissolely responsibleisdebatable. Brewer does not shirk
theseissues and indeed confronts them head on. Consequently, the book pro-
vides a valuable mixture of discussionsabout practical issues, like the use of
computer-aided qualitative data analysis packages, and the more heady
debates about what ethnographers are doing when they write. Readers may
be surprised aso to encounter a discussion of ethnography in relation to
globalization but the examination of theseissuesfurther servesto identify the
digtinctivenessof the ethnographic imagination and its contribution.

Brewer's book, then, brings together the excitement of ethnography with
the frustrations (includingnegative book reviews!) and methodological pre-
cepts with the unanticipated contingencies. He never loses sight of what it
meansto be an ethnographer. It isthe combination of insight from experience
as an ethnographer with an extensive knowledge of the literature on the craft
that will prove valuable to a wide constituency of readers.

Alan Bryman
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Introduction

The centrality of method in the social sciences

As a relative newcomer to the family of disciplines, the social sciences had
to work out their identity against that of two older and more popular
cousins, the humanities and the natural sciences, which were well estab-
lished as family members, possessing a longstanding acceptance and status.
Lesser known cousins quite often struggle to establish themselves, and can
feel marginal to the wider family. They can fed unloved, unwelcome and
generally resentful towards popular cousins. But newborns can also some-
timesuseolder relatives asrole models and establish themselvesin thefamily
by copying the popularly acclaimed and well liked members. So it was with
the social sciencesin the family of disciplines. The social sciencesmodelled
themsalves on the humanities and the natural sciences, but took different
things from each, and in the process the social sciencesresolved their iden-
tity crisis by becoming preoccupied with subject matter and method.

With a subject matter close to the humanities, the social sciencesdistin-
guished themselvesfrom this popular and well liked cousin by the different
methods adopted for doing research. They borrowed these methods from
the natural sciences, in order to belikethis most popular of cousins, despite
having a subject matter very unlikethat of the natural sciences. Identity for
the social sciencesthus partly became reduced to method; hence the central-
ity of methodsto the social sciences. Janesick (1998:48) recently referred to
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this obsession as'methodolatry’, in that method has becomeaform of idol-
ary, in which the davish devotion to method has excluded the substance or
the interest of the story being told in the research.

What is 'method'?

Ask students what a'method’ isand they will list questionnaires, interviews,
personal documents, experiments, surveys and the like, athough they will
tend to neglect some of the more recent innovations in data collection aris-
ing from cultural studies (seeBox 1).Thisis partly correct, but methods of
data collection are only one type of method. There are methods of data
analysis, such as statistical inference, sampling and new forms of computer-
based qualitative analysis, which are used to interpret and analyse the data;
and methods of research enquiry, used to formulate the research, such asthe
methods for constructing hypotheses, concepts, theories and propositions.

Couched in this way, methods are merely technical rules, which lay down
the procedures for how reliable and objective knowledge can be obtained.
As procedural rulesthey tell peoplewhat to do and what not to do if they
want the knowledge to be reliable and objective. Thus, they lay down the
proceduresfor constructing a hypothesis (methodsof research enquiry), for
designing a questionnaire, conducting an interview or doing participant
observation (methodsaof data collection), for working out some statistical
formulae or for using computer packagesto anayse quantitative or quali-
tative data (methods of data analysis). People are not free to design their
questionnaire, do their observation or work out correlation coefficientsany
old way they want; or, at least, not if they want their research to be seen as
reliable. The researchcommunity hasendowed certain procedural ruleswith
the authority to certify knowledgeasreliableand objective. If theserulesare
not followed, the knowledge can be impugned as unreliable; and one sure
way to undermine resultsis to criticize the methods used to obtain them.
Hence methods, of whatever kind, are central to research practice because
they lay down the procedural rulesto follow for obtaining certifiably objec-
tive and reliable knowledge.

What is 'methodology'?

If ‘'methods’ are technical rules that define proper procedures, ‘'methodol-
ogy' isthe broad theoretical and philosophical framework into which these
procedural rules fit. It is because these procedura rules reflect broader
theoretical and philosophical ideas about the nature of knowledge, expla-
nation and science that the research community gives them authority to
endow knowledge as reliable and objective. The study of the fit' between
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Box |

Imagine a role play, and you are standing in front of a class of students on
their first research methods lecture. How would you start to talk about
methods?Perhaps.. .

Who here eats polyunsaturated margarine?What brands do you eat?Why
is it that they're called 'Flora’, 'Sun’, 'Olivio'? Close your eyes and think of
tubs of 'Olivio’ margarine. What does the name conjure in your mind?Go
on, close your eyes; by the time this course is over you'll be glad of oc-
casions to close your eyes in class. So, what does 'Olivio’ conjure?l suggest
you're thinking of rows of sun drenched olive trees, a Mediterranean vista,
blue skies, purple seas and a pretty shepherdess or shepherd. We are now
able to see why this blob of yellow coloured fat in a plastic tub is called
'Olivio’ or 'Flora' or 'Sun, because the names conjure up such images of
pastoral scenes, the countryside, things natural, healthy and strong. They
tap, in other words, into a powerful cultural image in our society that
associates health, naturalness and happiness with the countryside. This is
why we watch Ballykissangel, Emmerdale, Glenroe or the High Road or listen
to the Archers — real community, real happiness and healthiness are not
found in the city. Why not call this blob of yellow fat smog, grime, or dog
turd infested pavement?It wouldn't sell if you did. Our society is replete
with this image — seen in children's stories, soap operas, televisionadver-
tisements and so on.

What’s this got to do with a module on research methods?Let us say |
was interested in doing research on public attitudes towards the building
of a nuclear waste dump in Ballymena. One thing | may want to do as part
of this research is undertake a questionnaire-based survey of what people
in the area think. | would conduct a large survey, subject the resultsto sta-
tistical analysis and provide some impressive figures and tables describing
people's attitudes. Another part of my research, however, may examine the
great sense of affection people feel for the countryside, what it means to
people and why they want so strongly to protect and preserve it. The cul-
tural images which it conveysto them therefore form part of this research.
Data from this part of the study could comprise things like long quotations
of natural language, extracts from personal documents, records of old
videos, photographs and other memorabilia, newspaper cuttings, fictional
stories, television advertisements and so on. What people in Ballymena
think of great blobs of fat, for example, can thus be serious social research
because, among other things, this reveals their images and meanings of the
countryside, which bears upon their feelings towards the building of
nuclear dumps in the place.
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research methods and the methodology that validates them is called 'the
philosophy of social research’ by John Hughes (1990).It should be distin-
guished from the philosophy of social science, which isa more ancient con-
cern with general epistemological and philosophical issues as they bear on
the social sciences. In the philosophy of social research, the focusison the
authorization and validation of these procedural rules (research techniques,
practices and methods) by the broad methodol ogical context in which they
fit. The flow of causation is

methodology — procedural rules = methods — knowledge

Aslong as these philosophical ideas are unchallenged, the validity of the
procedural ruleswill not be impugned. In this circumstance, there is great
consensus about the methods to use to obtain reliable and objective know-
ledge, and results people disagree with are criticized for the application of
the procedural rules (thatis, the methods applied) rather than the validity of
the rules themselves. Thus, debate about method within the social sciences
isumbilically linked to issuesaf philosophy, scienceand the nature of know-
ledge and explanation: method and methodology cannot be separated.

Debate about methods in the social sciences

A number of trendsare discerniblein the current discussion of method and
methodology in research method textbooks in the social sciences. First, a
concern with technical issues has shifted towards theoretical ones. The early
attention given to clarification and perfection of the procedura rules we
know as methods has given way to a concern with methodological issues
about the nature of knowledge, evidence and how it isthat we know what
we know. Early methods texts were essentially ‘cook books, which sug-
gested that research was likefollowing a recipe, which isno more than a set
of procedura rulesfor the preparation of meals. So students were told the
steps to follow in research as if they were making dinner. Now research
methods books no longer just outline technical advice about what pro-
cedural rulesto follow in what circumstance and how to apply them prop-
ely, but also concern themselveswith theories of knowledgeand the nature
of social reality. Some authors may do this reluctantly, but it is still done.
Thus, Sedle (1999: ix) opened his book on qualitative methods by writing:

this book starts from the premise that methodological writing is of
limited value to practising social researchers, who are pursuing a craft
occupation in large part learned 'on the job'. Methodology, if it has any
use at all, benefitsthe quality of research by encouraging a degree of
awareness about the methodological implications of certain decisions
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... it can help guard against more obvious errors. It may also offer
ideas. Reading methodology, then, isasort of intellectual muscle-build-
ing exercise.

Accordingly, the first part of his text covered methodological debates and
issues.

A second trend in the methods literature is the perception of researchasa
process as much as practice. This means two things. Research is no longer
presented as a set of discreteand logical steps or stages - planning, access,
data collection, anaysis, writing up, dissemination of the results- but asa
whole event occurring over time, in which stages merge and are not
sequenced. Many modern textbooks thus stress the importance of locating
procedures in the larger research process and of seeing the enterprise as a
messy one rather than a series of neat hermetic stages. The other conse-
quence of the attention on processis that narrative talesabout the 'research
process involved in any study or series of studies are as common as text-
books outlining good practice and procedure. There is a long tradition
of books which have collected together authors to write about the research
processinvolved in some well known work with which they are associated.
At first this was done to illustrate the range of processes that bore upon
famous works (Hammond 1964; Bdl and Newby 1977; Bdl and Roberts
1984), but it has since developed a stronger methodol ogical impul se associ-
ated with the need for researchersto be 'reflexive and identify, honestly,
some of the social, biographical and practical contingenciesthat helped to
produce the data. Some such accounts are used to exemplify a particular
research method, such as ethnography (Hobbsand May 1993), toillustrate
a particular research task, such as qualitative data analysis (Bryman and
Burgess 1994), or the methodol ogical problems posed by particular types of
research, such as 'sensitive research’ (Renzetti and Lee 1993).

A third trend in methods textbooks is a focus on research styles as much
as on gpecific techniques. 'Feminist research’ (see Harding 1987; Stanley
1990a), 'dangerous fieldwork' (Lee 1995) and 'senditive research' (Lee
1994) are styles of research rather than techniques, and identification of the
problems and procedures associated with such styles broadens our under-
standing of what research is. Two familiar and older styles of research were
‘guantitative’ and 'qualitative’ research, and another noticeable trend in
methods textbooks is the emergence of qualitative research out of the
shadow of its partner. Qualitative research has become popular, reflecting
some dissatisfactionwith quantitative research and improvementsin the sys-
tematization of qualitative research. This expressesitsdf in the greater use
of qualitative data by researchers, students and, significantly, policy makers.
Methods textbooks come to reflect this latter development when they
addresswhat iscalled'applied qualitative research’ (Walker,1985) and out-
lineits relevance to policy issuesand policy making.
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Within the focus on qualitative research there are also some noticeable
trends. Thefirst isa concern with the techniquesand problems surrounding
the anadysisand interpretation of qualitativedata (seeDey 1993; Brymanand
Burgess 1994). The second is the attempt to define the opportunities com-
puters offer to qualitative data collectionand analysis (seeFielding and Lee
1991, 1998). Findly, there is a preoccupation with systematization in an
attempt to avoid the stereotypical allegationthat qualitativeresearchis'mere
journalism'’. This concern with systematization also shows itself in many
ways. These include attempts to deconstruct the art and skill of writing up
qualitative research (Cliffordand Marcus 1986; Atkinson 1990, 1992; Wol-
cott 1990), a stress on reflexivity, by means o which researchersreflect on
the contingencies during the research processwhich bore upon and helped to
produce the data (Hammersley and Atkinson 1983; Woolgar 1988a;
Williams1990), clarificationd the strengthsand limitsof qualitativedata, a
concern with the methodol ogical and theoretical base on which qualitative
research is founded, especialy its ability to 'represent’ readlity accurately
(especiallysee the critique o Hammersley 1989, 1990, 1992}, and attempts
to build generality and representativenessnto qualitativeresearchin order to
overcomethelimitsof the single casestudy approach. Much of thisdebateis
engaged in by qualitative researchersthemselves rather than by criticshostile
to qualitative research. This might be termed 'the ethnographic critique of
ethnography’ (Brewer 1994}, and it led Altheideand Johnson (1998: 283) to
argue that qualitative researchershave met the enemy, and it iswithin them-
sdves, for they have become their own worst critics.

Purpose and outline of this book

This volume defines ethnography as follows:

Ethnography is the study of peoplein naturally occurring settings or
fields by methods of data collection which capture their social mean-
ings and ordinary activities, involving the researcher participating
directly in the setting, if not also the activities, in order to collect data
in a systematic manner but without meaning being imposed on them
externally.

Defined in thisway, it isone of the principal research methods in the social
sciences, and foremost in the repertoire of qualitative researchers. Amongall
the methods available to qualitative researchersit has been subject to the
most criticism by ethnographers themselves, it has seen the greatest debate
aboult its theoretical and methodological suppositions, and it has been the
object of many of the processes of systematization. Thus, it is an excellent
example to illustrate the shiftsin our understanding of methods that were
described above.
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This book locates the method of ethnography in the context of the
methodol ogical debate surroundingit. Ethnography isa method for collect-
ing data, but this cannot be distinguished from the broader theoretical and
philosophical frameworks that give authority to thisway of collecting data.
Because method and methodol ogy are so intertwined some authors describe
ethnography as a perspective rather than a means of data collection (Wol-
cott 1973), although itsfeatures as a method and a methodol ogy need to be
distinguished. Whilethe'procedural rules of ethnography are described, the
discussion goes beyond the technical level in order to locate ethnography
within the different methodological positions that compete for the intellec-
tual legitimation of ethnography. Technical advice on how to do and write
ethnography is matched with consideration of theoretical issues raised by
the practice of the method, such as reflexivity, representation and realism.
The book confronts the ethnographic critique of ethnography and rescuesit
from those postmodern critics who deconstruct it to the point where it dis-
solves into air, leaving everyone uncertain as to the vaue of the data col-
lected by it. A vigorousdefenceis made of ethnographic data. Thisinvolves
guidelinesfor the systematic use of ethnography, an outline of the strengths
of the data and of the waysto minimizetheir weaknesses, and illustration of
the uses to which ethnography can be put practicably.

Chapter 1 addresses the question of what ethnography is, given some of
the common-sense misrepresentations of it, dismissing the parodies of
ethnography as 'mere journalism', and tabloid journalism at that, which
suggest that it is unable to move beyond descriptiveimagesof the exotic and
the erotic. By way of clarifyingwhat ethnography is, a distinction isdrawn
between 'big' and 'little’ ethnography. In the former, ethnography is seen as
synonymous with qualitative research, whereas, more properly, it should be
understood as ‘field research’. Finaly, the first chapter introduces the two
major critiques of ethnography, the natural science and postmodernist cri-
tiques, addresses the case for and against ethnography and outlines the
possibility (anddesirability) of systematicethnography. Thisdefencegoeson
to structure the rest of the volume.

In Chapter 2, we outline the philosophy of social research, locating
ethnography in the context of competing methodological premises under-
lying it, the imperatives for social research which follow on from these
methodologies and its characteristic form of data. This chapter aso
addresses some of the characteristic features of the data collected in fidd
research, and considers the debate around 'thick description’, which is the
central characteristic of ethnographic data. It also addresses issues sur-
rounding the accuracy, reliability, validity and relevance of ethnographic
representations of reality. Chapter 3 looks at how to make ethnography sys-
tematic, and offerstechnical advice on doing ethnography. Thiscoversnego-
tiating access, the issue of informed consent, triangulation and multiple
methods, recording the data, developingtrust and managing relationsin the
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field, gender and social biography in thefield, ethicsand the problem of sen-
sitive research and dangerous fieldwork. It offers advice on sampling within
ethnographic research and on how to overcomethe problems of the single
casestudy approach in order to introduce breadth and generality into ethno-
graphic research. The chapter suggeststhat research design is as important
in ethnographic research as in more quantitative styles of research. An
account is also provided of the methods of data collection in field research:
observation, in-depth interviews, documentary analysis and studies of nat-
ural language. The strengths and weaknesses of field research methods are
outlined, and a stress is placed on triangulation and the use of multiple
methods.

Chapter 4 exploresissuesin the analysis, interpretation and presentation
of ethnographic data. Inductive analysis, insiders' accounts and what Alfred
Schutz calls'the postulate of adequacy' are suggested as ways of verifying
and validating one's findings. Adviceisgiven on how to develop a category
system to analysethe data, on the role of computer-assisted qualitative data
anaysis and on writing up an ethnographic text. The issue of reflexivity is
addressed and advice given on how an ethnographer can be reflexive. Vari-
ous debates around ethnographic texts are addressed. Chapter 5 looks at the
uses of ethnography, contrasting the styles of ethnographic research and
their different uses. The chapter focuses on the roleof ethnography in theory
generation and on applied ethnographic research, where it has applications
for the study of socia policy and relevance to policy makers. The Con-
clusion summarizesthe case for ethnography in the context of postmodern-
ism (which denies the possibility of objective research) and globalization
(whichdeniesthe relevance of the local and small-scale).

There are numerous textbooks on ethnography, and it features in many
more general textbooks on research methods. The case for another text-
book is twofold. It cannot be left out of a series on social research that
attempts to provide an 'understanding of social research’, since it is an
integral part of the research enterprise and the series would be the worse
for excluding ethnography. The distinctivenessof this textbook, however,
comesfrom its being research led, and the incorporation of examples from
ethnographic research into the text. In this way, it will be associated with
the author's strong defence of ethnography from its postmodernist critics,
and his extensive experience of doing qualitative research in difficult, sen-
sitive and even dangerous settings. Much of the illustrative material in the
text is drawn from ethnographic research in Northern Ireland and deals
with sensitive and dangerous topics. As C. Wright Mills once wrote, it is
better to have one account by a working student of how he is going about
his work than a dozen " codifications of procedure™ by specialists who
often as not have never done much work' (Mills1959: 195). It should be
noted, however, that the extent of codification into 'how-to textbooks' is
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much lessfor ethnography than survey research, and some traditional eth-
nographers remain obstinately antagonistic to attempts to formalize their
procedures for those engaged in teaching and learning the practice of field
research. | am not one.

Suggested further reading

Asagenera introduction to issuesof method and methodology read:

Bryman, A. (1988) Quantity and Quality in Social Research, London: Allen and
Unwin.

Hughes, J. (1990) The Philosophy of Social Research, 2nd edn. Harlow: Longman.

Sede, C. (1999)The Quality of Qualitative Research. London: Sage.



| ) What is ethnography?

Introduction

This chapter answersthe question of what ethnography is, and the corollary
of what it is not. It confronts the common-sense misrepresentations of
ethnography, defending it against the allegation that it is journalism in
another guise. By way of clarifyingwhat ethnography is, a contrast isdrawn
between two ways of defining ethnography, referred to here as 'big’ and
little' ethnography. The former equates it with qualitative research as a
whole; thelatter restrictsitsmeaningto field research’. A definitionof 'little
ethnography - 'ethnography-as-fieldwork' - is suggested.

Ethnography is the study of peoplein naturally occurring settings or
‘fields by means of methods which capture their social meanings and
ordinary activities, involving the researcher participating directly in the
setting, if not also the activities, in order to collect data in a systematic
manner but without meaning being imposed on them externally.

Twoformsof criticismof ethnography are then outlined, the natural science
and the postmodern forms, thefirst of which abusesit or seesit merely asan
adjunct to the serious stuff of quantitative research, while the latter triesto
deconstruct it to the point whereit almost dissolves. This chapter claimsthat
itisdesirableand still possibleto undertake systematic ethnography, aclaim
that the following chapters support and defend. First, it is necessary to note
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briefly from where ethnography came historically, since a legacy of its past
is the pgorative common-sense stereotype that it deals with the foreign,
strange and exotic.

The history of ethnography

Ethnography is not one particular method of data collection but a style of
research that is distinguished by its objectives, which are to understand the
social meanings and activities of peoplein a given ‘field' or setting, and its
approach, which involves close association with, and often participation in,
this setting. It is premised on the view that the central aim of the social sci-
ences is to understand peopl€'s actions and their experiences of the world,
and the waysin which their motivated actions arise from and reflect back on
these experiences. Oncethisisthe central aim, knowledge of thesocial world
isacquired from intimate familiarity with it, and ethnography iscentral asa
method because it involves thisintimate familiarity with day-to-day practice
and the meanings of socia action. To accesssocial meanings, observe behav-
iour and work closdly with informants and perhaps participate in the fiedd
with them, several methodsof data collectiontend to be usedin ethnography,
such as in-depth interviewing, participant observation, personal documents
and discourseanaysesaf natural language. As such, ethnography hasa dis-
tinguished career in the socia sciences. There have been 'travellers tales for
centuries, going back even to antiquity, which count as a form o ethno-
graphic research in that they purported to represent some aspect of socia
reality (in this case, a country, group or culture) on the basis of close
acquaintancewith and observation of it, although often they reflected the cul -
tural and political pregjudices of their own society (seeBox 1.1).

Ethnography begins properly only with the twentieth century and two
entirely independent intellectual devel opments, one British, the other North
American. The first was the emergence of the classical tradition of socia
anthropology in Britain, with peoplelike Malinowski, Boas, Radcliffe-Brown
and Evans-Pritchard. That most were British or worked in Britain (withthe
obviousexception of Boas) can be explained because of the close association
between socia anthropology and British colonialism. And while socia
anthropology might no longer be the handmaiden of colonialism, its origins
were tied to the needs of the British Empireto understand the cultures and
groups it was seeking to rule once the period of colonia conquest was com-
pleted and assimilationin the 'British family of nations' was possible. This
explainswhy it emerged at the beginningof the twentieth century rather than
in the heyday of colonia conquest in the nineteenth century. These anthro-
pologists pioneered an approach that involved close acquai ntance with pre-
industrial groups and cultures by closeimmersionand observation.

The second development was the work of the Chicago School in sociology,
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Box I.1

Giraldus Cambrensis, The Topography of Ireland, Part 111, 'The Inhabitants of
the Country'.

For given only to leisure and devoted only to laziness, they think
that the greatest pleasureis not to work .. .This peopleis then, a
barbarous people, literdly barbarous. Judged according to modern
idess, they are uncultivated . . . All their habits are the habits of
barbarians. . .This s afilthy people, walowingin vice Of dl
peoples, it isthe least instructed in the rudimentsd the Fath. ..
Moreover, | have never seen among ay other people, so many
blind at birth, so many lame, so mary maimed in body and so mary
sufferingfrom some natura defect. And it is not surprising if nature
sometimes produces such beings contrary to her ordinary lavs
when deding with a people that is adulterous, incestuous,
unlawfully conceived and born outsidethe lav and shamefully
abusing nature. It seemsa just punishment from God.

Cambrensis (1 147-1223) was a Welshman at the English Court o Henry
i when hefirst went to Irdand in 1183, It was Henry who first conquered
Irdand. Cambrensisfinishes his Topography with aeulogy to Henry and the
'manner in which the Irish world was added to the titlesand triumphs o
England. Cambrensis visited Ireland twice, and then only travelled around
Cork and Waterford.

which used observational techniques to explore groups on the margins of
urban industrial society in the United Statesin the 1920s and 1930s. With the
occasional exception, the focuswas on the dispossessed, the marginal and the
strange, a focus Erving Goffman later came to characterize as an attempt to
address 'the standpoint of the hip outsider rather than the dull insider'. They
bequeathed sociology with important studies of numerous deviant sub-
groups, like prostitutes, drug dealers, street gangs, various unusual urban
occupations, such astaxi dance hostesses, jack rollers, janitorsand the hobo,
and relatively unknown socia worlds, likethose of flop housesand burlesque
halls, Polishimmigrants, Jewish ghetto culture and the culture of theslum (as
well asthat of thewealthy Californian Gold Coast elite). | n every case, investi-
gatorsactively participated in the setting or the way of life under study, being
mindful that, as Robert Park, the foremost of the Chicagoans, used to put it
to hisundergraduates, for 'real research’ first-hand observation was necessary
(seeBox 1.2).

Whilesocia anthropology called thisapproach ‘ethnography’, sociologists
tended to call it participant observation or field research, but it meant much
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Box 1.2

Robert Park, speeking to undergraduate students at the Universty o
Chicago in the 1920s.

Yau have been told to go grubbing in the library thereby
accumulating a mess o notes and a liberd coating o grime. Yau
have been told to choose problemswherever you can find musty
gacksd routine records. This is cdled 'getting your hands dirty in
red research’. Those who counsdl you thusare wise and
honourable men. But one thing more is needful: first hand
observation.Go sit in the loungesd the luxury hotelsand on the
doorsteps o the flop-houses; sit on the Gold Coast settees and in
the dum shakedowns;sit in the orchestrahdl and in the Star and
Garter Burlesgue. In short, gentlemen, go get the seat o your
pants dirty in red research.

thesamethingin the way researchwas conducted. There are some differences
between these two intellectual pillars (seeBerg 1998: 120), but many simi-
larities. The task of each was, in Wolcott's (1973) phrase, 'cultural descrip-
tion', and whilesocial anthropology sought to explore pre-industrial groups
and cultures, requiring ethnographers to adopt an initial research role as an
outsider, the groups studied by the Chicagoanswere only dightly lessunfam-
iliar and strange to middle-class, Middle Western Americans, and their
research role as an 'ingder' was not guaranteed. Since then, of course,

ethnography has moved into other social sciences, notably education, health
studies and socia work, and the differences between sociological and socia

anthropological uses of ethnography have widened, despite the fact that

socia anthropology now parallelssociology in a focus on urban and indus-
trialized settings. But this heritage has left one particular legacy for ethnog-
raphy that dogsit to this day: the common-sense notion that it offers mere
description of thingsforeign, exotic and peculiar. Within sociology, this just
addsto thedistortions about the disciplinewithin common-sense knowledge.

Ethnography, sociology and common sense

Sociology is unique among academic disciplines, including other social sci-
ences, in having a subject matter of interest to most ordinary people. The
socia institutionsthat interest sociology, like the family, community, the edu-
cation system, theclassstructure, thestate, the organization of work, law and
order, religion and many others, form the fabric of the lives of ordinary
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people, and lay members of society spend considerable time thinking and
talking about these institutions. This is a tremendous advantage, for soci-
ology begins with a subject matter that is intrinsically interesting to many
people; ordinary peoplein the street want to know about the thingssociology
knows about.

The disadvantage is that sociology sometimes competes with ordinary
common-senseviews of the same things. People develop lay knowledge by
which they understand the world, make judgements and decisions, and
guide their conduct and behaviour. This lay knowledge is called ‘common
sense, and the very term describes its two enduring qualities: lay people
believeit to beshared and intersubjective(itis‘common’) and true (it makes
'sense’). Because social institutions form the fabric of the lives of ordinary
people, alay knowledgeis inevitably developed about them, and peopleare
only too keen to share views on them. People are confident that they know
why the family is declining, or why crime or unemployment has risen, or
what is wrong with the church, morality, the police or whatever. In this
respect, the natural sciences have it relatively easy. When astronomers, for
example, are producing new theories to explain the orbits of the moons of
Jupiter or the existence of super novas, they do not have to argue with taxi
drivers or hairstylists, who fed confident to tell astronomers that super
novasare super novas becausetheir mothers went out to work and neglected
them. Or at least, insofar as ordinary unqualified people try to argue with
astronomers, not many peopletake them seriously. But every lay member of
society has a common-sense pet theory about why some people rather than
others commit crime, or what causes unemployment, divorceand so on, or
what the link is between race and employment, or what lies behind the years
of civil unrest in Northern Ireland. However, people's common-senseknow-
ledge of the world is derived from the small part of the world they know
about and inhabit, so that explanationsare partial and generalized from per-
sonal experience. Moreover, lay people often fix upon explanations derived
from common-sense knowledge which best suit their personal beliefs and
views, and never work at their explanations, or continually try to improve
them. This means that sociology's explanations have to confront habitual
common-sense beliefs about phenomena that are often wrong and resistant
to change (seeBox 1.3).

Sociology isnot able, therefore, to demarcate a subject matter that is'pro-
fessiond’, in the sense that it does not have a subject matter about which
ordinary people fed ignorant and uninformed, which they take little inter-
estinor rarely discuss. Thisis not the casefor the natural sciencesand most
other socia sciences, which are accorded, superficially, a competence and
professionalism because their subject matter is beyond the realm of under-
standing and interest of lay people. It followsfrom this that critics of soci-
ology can easily parody it ascommon sense- and many do. For thesecritics,
sociology can win neither way. If it comes up with explanationsthat seem to
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Box 13

Interview with a member o lan Padey's Free Presbyterian Church, for
research published in J D. Brewer, Ani-Cathdidam in Northern Irdand
1600-1998 (London: Macmillan, 1998), with G. Higgins

| fed churchestoday are more interested in themselves than
preaching the gospel, and | fed ecumeniam [cooperation between
and integration o the denominationg] is the whole purpose o
some o the churches. The ecumenical movement is set on a one-
world church, and under the ecumenica movement thered be no
other leader than the Pope. The Roman Catholic Church isa
political organisation. The Vatican isa padliticd state. I've studied
the thing. While Ive nothing againg Romen Catholics, the system
[of Romen Catholicism] sets out the Pope as Christ on earth.
That's why the country's in the state it’s in. Youve ecumenism, dl
these ecumenical serviceswhere it doesn't matter what you
believe — anythinggoes.| mean lav and order has broken down in
the home, in the schooals, it's broken down everywhere because
men has tried to go his own way and forgotten the teachings of
God.

confirm common-sense knowledge, critics retort that this was known all
aong without the need for sociologiststo tell us, and findings which con-
tradict or dispute common-sense knowledge are dismissed as counter-
intuitive and simply not true. As Giddens (1996a: 4) wrote in his defence of
sociology, it is the fate of sociology to be seen as less original and less cen-
tral that it actually is, and much sociological research and many concepts
and theories are so much a part of people's everyday repertoire asto appear
as'just common sense’ (seeal so Bauman 1990: 8-10, for the similaritiesand
differences between sociology and common sense).

Ethnographers, however, find themselves in a double bind. Sociological
explanations of all kinds confront considerable resistance, but the common-
sense parody of qualitative research and the kind of data it collects gives
additional problems. Many proponents of the natural science model of
social research, aswell as lay people and policy-makers, parody qualitative
data as 'mere journalism', providing highly descriptive and non-analytical
accounts of people droning on about this or that topic, with so-and-so
saying this followed by so-and-so saying that. And not only are we 'mere
journalists, we are tabloid journalists at that, providing interesting details
of the exotically unusual, the peculiar, odd and strange, copy that titillates
but does not inform. Thus, ethnographers are seen as simply hanging loose
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on street corners or in bars, going with the flow, waiting for tittle tattle, the
exotic and the erotic, like a hack from the tabloids, doing our ethnography
unrigorously and unsystematically. Qualitative data areinteresting, they say,
but mere anecdote, hearsay and essentially unproven. It is evidence that
reflects the artful, deceitful skill of the investigative journalist or documen-
tary maker, not the serious researcher; rea research requires numerate, sta-
tistical data (seeBox 1.4).

Journalism shares some similarities with qualitative research writing
(Seale 1999: 15), but there are important differences based on the
researcher's commitment to greater depth of thought, more sustained peri-
ods spent on investigation and a more rigorously self-critical approach.
And while some extreme postmodern ethnographers deconstruct their
work to claim it has no difference from fiction or journalism, post post-
modern ethnography takes us beyond this scepticism. This parody, how-
ever, does not lie solely in prejudice against humanistic models of social
research, for some ethnographers do very poor qualitative research. Quali-
tative research isvery easy to do, but it isvery hard to do well. There is no
defence for poor qudlitative research, yet the notion that qualitative

Box 14

Professor Brice Dickson, discussant on Brewer, Lockhart and Rodgers, 'An
ethnography of crime in Belfast, a paper presented to the Statistical and
Social Enquiry Society of Ireland, and published in journal of the Statistical
and Social Enquiry Society of Ireland, vol. 27, part 3, 1995—6. Professor Dick-
son's response (pp. 199-201) opened:

The authors of the paper we have just heard have done us all a
service in providing such an original and insightful contribution to
the debate concerning urban crime in Northern Ireland. I do,
however, retain some reservations about the ethnographic method.
Although it makes for interesting reading, it does not present a
representative picture in the way that a more statistically-based
project would do. As alawyer, | have some difficulty accepting the
evidence — which is anecdotal and hearsay — as satisfyingthe
burden of proof. It seems to me that there is a tendency on the
part of ethnographersto accentuate the unusual at the expense of
the mundane. | am reminded of the kind of documentary journalism
which makes excellent television by providing good soundbites and
startling images but which leaves the viewer not quite sure what is
fact and what is fiction. The ethnographic method certainly
provides an alternative perspective but it is a supplementary one.
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research cannot be systematic is years out of date. As Seale (1999: 17)
arguesin thetitle of hisrecent book, quality in qualitative research is poss-
ible. Some time ago, | undertook an ethnographic study of the Royal Ulster
Constabulary (RUC) (Brewer 1991a) and one of the few criticisms made -
at least in writing — was that some people doubted the capacity of quali-
tative data to support the comments made, although dislikeof the findings
led to some personal abuse (seeBox 1.5). | naturally defended ethnographic
data and later published a set of guidelines, by means of which ethnogra-
phers can do systematic qualitative research and display this fact when
writing up the results, which have since become widely known and used
(Brewer 1994). These guidelines, discussed in later chapters, paralleled
similar discussions by many authors, before and since, which have sought
to show how rigorous and systematic qualitative sociology can be (for
example, Hammersley 1989,1990,1992; Silverman 1989; Stanley 1990b).
Readers of the methodological literature on qualitative research have thus
been aware for many years that common-sense parodies are increasingly
difficult to support by reasoned argument. The prejudiceagainst qualitative
data persistsonly because the parodies are common-sensical and thusresis-
tant to change.

'‘Big' and 'little' ethnography

In common-sense knowledge, ethnography is understood as descriptively
‘telling it likeit isfrom theinside. Morereasoned judgementscan be offered.
These aretwo sortsof definitions. One uses ‘ethnography’ asa synonymfor
qualitative research as a whole, and virtually describes any approach as
ethnographic that avoids surveys as the means of data collection. This can

Box 15

Ed Moloney, journaliston The Sunday Tribune, reviewing Inside the RUC for
The Sunday Tribune 24 February 1991,

Sociologists have a unique gift to make any subject boring — the
mind-boggling jargon, the cloaking of the obvious in pseudo-
science. JohnBrewer's book is not a book for the public to read.
They'll be lucky to stay awake after the first chapter. john Brewer's
are contentious conclusions. The RUC will be pleased with them,
nationalists sceptical. Others might have been happier had the
conclusions been tested by wider research. Policingis also about
the sort of things empirical research cannot always discover.
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be called 'big’ ethnography or ‘ethnography-understood-as-the-qualitative-
method', and isrepresented well by Wolcott's (1973)view that ethnography
is really a perspective on research rather than a way of doing it. Others
define ethnography to mean the same as 'field research’ or ‘fieldwork’, and
this can be caled 'little ethnography or ‘ethnography-understood-as-
fieldwork'. In this definition, ethnography becomes one particular way of
doing qualitative research. This'way of doing things' is best summarized by
Burgess (1982: 15):

Field researchinvolvesthe study of red-lifesituations. Field researchers
therefore observe people in the settingsin which they live, and partici-
patein their day to day activities. The methodsthat can be used in these
studies are unstructured, flexibleand open-ended.

However, even in this case, ethnography involves both method and
methodology, in that it is more than just a way of collecting data. 'Little
ethnography isthustill not al that small. Thisis perhaps best illustrated by
the definition of ethnography adopted in this volume (seep. 10). Defined in
this way, 'little’ ethnography still involves judgements about: the object of
the research, which is to study people in naturally occurring settings; the
researcher's role in that setting, which is to understand and explain what
peopleare doing in that setting by means of participating directly in it; and
the data to be collected, which must be naturally occurring and captured in
such away that meaningisnot imposed on them from outside. These issues
of technique derive from a set of theoretical and philosophical premises
- a methodology - so that 'ethnography-understood-as-fieldwork' still
describesmore than just aset of procedural rulesfor collectingdata (thatis,
ethnography is more than a method of data collection). Thisis why it is
unsound to equate ethnography with one particular technique of data col-
lection, say participant observation, although this may be one of the princi-
pal methods of data collection in ethnography. 'Little’ ethnography uses
several methods that access social meanings, observe activitiesand involve
close association with, or participation in, a setting or ‘fidd'.

The accounts of ethnography proffered by Hammersley and Atkinson,
who aong with Burgess comprise Britain’s foremost authors on the topic,
capture its quality as both method and methodology (seeHarnmersley and
Atkinson 1983; Atkinson and Hammersley 1998; see also their separate
work: Hammerdley 1989,1990,1992; Atkinson 1990,1992; Burgess1982,
1984). In a succinct definition, Hammerdey (1990: 1-2) describeswhat is
here called 'ethnography-understood-as-fieldwork' or 'little’ ethnography in
embracing terms, making referencesto data collection techniques as well as
broader methodological issues. According to Hammerdey, ethnography is
research with the following features:

¢ peopl€'s behaviour is studied in everyday contexts rather than under
unnatural or experimental circumstancescreated by the researcher;
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¢ data are collected by various techniques but primarily by means of obser-
vation;

¢ data collection is flexible and unstructured to avoid pre-fixed arrange-
ments that impose categorieson what people say and do;

¢ thefocusisnormally on a single setting or group and is small-scale;

¢ theanalysisof the datainvolvesattribution of the meaningsof the human
actions described and explained (see also Atkinson and Hammersley
1998: 110-11).

Hereafter, it will bethisform of ethnography that will be referred to through-
out this volume as 'ethnography’, rather than ‘ethnography-understood-as-
the-qualitative-method'.

Critiques of ethnography

Leaving aside common-sense parodies, there are two mgjor critiques of
ethnography within the social sciences, emanating from almost opposite
sources. The natural science critique comes from advocates of the natural
science model of social research, and accuses ethnography of falling below
the standards of science, which form the proper measure for the socia sci-
ences. The postmodern critique comes essentially from within the humanis-
tic model of social research, as ethnographers themselves come to reflect
critically on their practice under the impulse, inter alia, of postmodernist
theories. In its extreme form this critique deconstructs ethnography to its
constituent processes, and accuses ethnography of meltinginto air and dis-
solving into nothingness, or, to use an older analogy, of being like Hans
Christian Andersen's emperor in having no clothes (an analogy used in
Brewer 1994). However, lessextreme versions of postmodern critique exist,
which retain someform of realism. Each critique isworth addressing.

The natural sciencecritique

Mainstream socia science has been governed by what Giddens (1996b:
65-8) calls the 'orthodox consensus, which is that the social sciences
should be modelled on the natural sciences (a position known as 'posi-
tivism' but which Giddens, rather confusingly, cals 'naturalism’, a term
normally reserved for the very opposite position). Three beliefsfollow from
this (seealso Giddens 1974: 3-4; Platt 1981: 73-4): the social sciences
address problems similar to those of the natural sciences; they should
search for social causation when explaining human activity and aspire to
deductive explanations; they should deal with systems and wholes. As
Giddens (1996b: 68) is himsdf aware, thisisa consensus no more. Ye the
last home of the orthodox consensusis methodol ogy textbooks in the social
sciences (Box 1.6). Here a conception of natural science is advanced that
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Box 16

Louise Kidder, Selltiz, Wrightsman and Cook's Research Methods in Social
Relations, 4th edition (New York, Holt-Saunders, 1981), p. 13,

Practising science is one of the many ways of exploring social
worlds. Practising art and religion are other ways. Why learn
research methods and why practice science?One reason is to be
able to predict correctly how people and nations will behave, to
foresee the future. Another reason is to understand how the social
world works by discovering the causal connection. We understand
how something works when we can both predict what will happen
and explain why. A third reason is to control events and produce
intended effects.

philosophers of science would not recognize any longer (thisnotion of sci-
ence is, according to Platt (1981), now more of a'socia construction’).
However, this is our moddel of 'scientific method' in the socia sciences
according to these textbooks, and ethnography fallsshort of its standards.

Four salient features of ethnography are worth re-emphasizing to show
the offence they offer to natural science models of social research. Ethnog-
raphy focuses on peopl€e's ordinary activitiesin naturally occurring settings,
uses unstructured and flexible methods of data collection, requires the
researcher to be actively involved in the field or with the people under study
and explores the meanings which this human activity has for the people
themselvesand the wider society. Couched in these termsit breaches severa
principlesheld dear by the natural sciences. Some principleshave to do with
the role of the researcher. The natural science model of research does not
permit the researcher to becomea variable in the experiment, yet ethnogra-
phers are not detached from the research but, depending on the degree of
involvement in the setting, are themselves part of the study or by their ob-
trusive presencecometo influencethefield. If participant observation isused
in datacollection, ethnography can involveintrospection, or what Adler and
Adler (1998: 97-8) call auto-observation, whereby the researcher’s own
experiencesand attitude changeswhile sharing the field has become part of
the data, something criticized since Francis Bacon as being unscientific.
Other principlesconcern the methods of data collection. Methods that are
unstructured, flexible and open-ended can appear to involve unsystematic
data collection, in which the absence of structure preventsan assessment of
the data becausedifferencesthat emergein the datacan beattributed to vari-
ations in the way they were collected. The rationale behind the highly struc-
tured methods of the natural sciencesis to minimize extraneous variations
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inorder toisolate'real’ differencesin the data. Thisiswhy procedural rules
within natural sciencemodelsdf social research are designed to eliminatethe
effectsof both the researcher and the tool used to collect the data.

Ethnography also breaches dearly held principlesin science concerning
the nature of data. The natural science model of social research seeks to
describe and measure social phenomena, but both description and measure-
ment are achieved by assigning numbersto the phenomena. In short, it deals
with quantity and collects numerate data. Ethnography also describes and
measures, but it doesso by means of extractsof natural language (longquo-
tations from interviews, extracts from field notes, snippets from personal
documents) and deals with quality and meaning (see Bryman 1988; Dey
1993: 10-14). AsDey (1993: 12)indicates, meaningsmay seem shifty, unre-
liable, elusveand ethereal. Such data can appear as'too subjective’ and con-
trast unfavourably with numerate data, which appear to be more objective.

For all these reasons ethnography is criticized by proponents of natural
science modelsof social research. If it isaccorded arolein research at all, it
is as a sensitizingtool to collect preliminary data at the pilot stage, before
the topic is pursued properly by means of quantitative research. The
response to the natural science critique has been threefold: defending the
natural sciencemodel, rgjectingit and, finally, transcending it. Thisgives us
what we might cal, respectively, 'scientific’ or 'positivist ethnography’,
‘humanistic ethnography' and 'postmodern reflexiveethnography'. Thisisa
distinction returned to throughout this volume, but the salient differences
can be outlined here.

In order to meet some of the standards of the natural sciences, some
ethnographers have refined and improved their procedural rules, claiming
their practice was scientific (Denzinand Lincoln (1998: 13-22) distinguish
between positivist, post-positivist and modernist phases of the 'scientific
mode of ethnography). Early textbooks on ethnography reflected this phase,
such as Becker (1970), Lofland (1971), Bogden and Taylor (1975) and
Lofland and Lofland (1984).Rigour made these ethnographers like scientists
in the accuracy with which they wanted to capture redlity, and like scientists
they believed in a fixed redlity, which rigorous method could uncover,
describeand explain. Thisisnot entirely extinct. Thus, in a recent textbook,
Fetterman (1998: 2) declaresthat ethnographers are both storytellers and
scientists, in that if their practice is systematic, the more accurate is the
account given and thus the better the science. Thereis still acommitment in
this style of ethnography to in-depth studies of peoplein natural social set-
tings or fields, and a search for meaning, but the practice of ethnography
was systematized and made rigorous and formal. Not only could ethnogra-
phy ape the natural sciencemodel, it was part of it, for these ethnographers
recognized its adjunct role. It was accepted that ethnography could be used
asapreliminary and pilot phasein quantitative studies. It was al so suggested
that ethnographers could give causal accounts, use structured methods of
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data collectionin addition to the usual repertoire and present some datain
a numerate and statistical form.

Other ethnographers responded to the natural science model of social
research by asserting aggressively the primacy of aternative models which
did not seek to appropriate the methods and approach of the natural sci-
ences, advocating instead what Hughes (1990)cal I sthe humanistic model of
social research, much as Goffman (1961)did in his ethnography of a hospi-
tal (seeBox 1.7). While the natural science model of research saw human
beings as acted upon by external social forces, so that behaviour was the
outcome of social causation, the humanistic model reasserts the idea of
peopleasactive, creative, insurgent and knowledgeable. These capacitiesare
summarized in the notion that peopleare 'meaning endowing’; they havethe
capacity to endow meaning to their world. These meanings are always
bounded by the structural and institutional location of the person, but
peoplepossessa'practical consciousness —thatis, a body of knowledgethat
enablesthem to know social life from the inside — and they possessthe dis-
cursive capacity to articul ate this understanding. 'Interpretative sociologies,
like Goffman's dramaturgical approach, Schutz's social phenomenology or
Garfinkd's ethnomethodology, have shown the complicated knowledge
necessary for ordinary people routinely to manage and accomplish social
behaviour, and '"humanistic ethnography' isastyleaof ethnography that seeks
to explore these 'reality construction' abilities. It is antithetical to science
and valorizesthe social meanings which ethnography attempts to disclose
and reved; indeed, ‘ethnography-understood-as-fieldwork’ is often por-
trayed by these adherents as the most reliable meansto disclose these mean-
ings. Stress is laid on the advantages of research into naturally occurring
behaviour by means of direct first-hand contact over artificialy created

Box 17

Erving Goffman, Asylums (London: Penguin, 1968 [1961]), pp. 7-9.

My immediate object in doing fieldwork was to try to learn about
the social world of the hospital inmate, as this world is subjectively
experienced by him . .. It was then, and still is, my belief that any
group of persons — prisoners, primitives, pilots or patients —
develop alife of their own that becomes meaningful, reasonable
and normal once you get close to it, and that agood way to learn
about any of these worlds is to submit oneself in the company of
the members to the daily round of petty contingencies to which
they are subject. Desiringto obtain ethnographic detail, I did not
gather statistical evidence.
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experiments, and on the necessity to reflect in research the meaning-
endowing capacitiesof human beings, who are not inanimate but can under-
stand, interpret and construct their social world. 'Humanistic ethnography’
thus seesitself as producing a very privileged access to social reality and is
often associated with the forceful assertion that social reality is constituted
by peopl€'s interpretative practices, claims common in ethnomethodol ogy,
phenomenology and what Denzin (1989) calls 'interpretative interaction-
ism’. In this view, ethnographic research must disclose peopl€'s reality-
constituting interpretative practices rather than concerning itself with the
interests of natural sciencemodelsaof social research. Advocatesadf this pos-
ition include classic statements of ethnography like Blumer (1969)and Fil-
stead (1970), and more recent accounts by Hughes (1990)and Holstein and
Gubrium (1998).

The third responseisto try to transcend the old dichotomy between nat-
ural science and humanistic models of social research, and the associated
antinomies between quantity and quality, numbers and meaning. Thistran-
scendence is achieved by drawing on themeswithin postmodernism. 'Num-
bers and 'meaning’ are interrelated at al levels (Dey 1993: 17-28), often
requiring each other or being implicit in each other. Elementary forms of
enumeration (such as counting) depend on the meanings of the unit reck-
oned together, and social meaningsare often better understood when articu-
lated in relation to the number of observations referred to or the number of
the experiences they describe (on the use of various forms of counting in
qualitative research see Bryman 1988: 131-51; Sede 1999: 119-39). But
‘postmodern reflexive ethnography’ goes further than stating that the two
poles are compatible; it deconstructs the terms of the debate to say a plague
on both houses. Thisinvolvesa rejection of both natural science models of
social research and the claims by some humanistic ethnographers that it has
'specia’ and 'privileged' accessto insider accounts of people's world-views,
a view described by other ethnographers as 'naive realism' (Hammersley
1990, 1992). In this view, ethnography should be rigorous and systematic,
but scienceis not held up as the model, and while ethnography is still seen
as suited to satisfying the interpretative and humanistic injunction to study
people in natural settings, its knowledge is not privileged and unproblem-
atic. Drawing on social studies of science, these ethnographers point to the
fact that the natural science model of social research failsto meet its own
standards. As Dey (1993: 15) argues, all data, regardless of method, are
‘produced’ by researchers, who are not distant or detached, since they make
various choices about research design, location and approach which help to
‘create’ the data they end up collecting. Thus, it is claimed, all researchis
subjective, in that it is personal and cultural, including science (Hammersley
1990: 9). These ethnographers question the ability of any method to repre-
sent 'reality’ accurately on three grounds:. thereisno onefixed 'reality’ inthe
postmodern understanding of nature to capture 'accurately'; all methodsare
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cultural and personal constructs, collecting partial and selective knowledge;
and since all knowledge is selective, research can offer only a socially con-
structed account of the world. These ethnographers appropriately turn the
lens on themselvesand criticize the claim that ethnography is a privileged
method. This postmodern ethnographic critique of ethnography providesa
serious challenge to ethnography.

The postmodern critique of ethnography

Postmaodernism began as a body of theory associated with Lyotard and
Baudrillard and some writings from post-structuralists like Foucault. How-
ever, the term was first used by Lyotard in 1979 to describe a social con-
dition of advanced capitalist society rather than a set of theoretical ideas (for
one of the best sociological treatments of postmodernism, see Harvey 1989).
This socia condition is characterized by the redlization that two great
Enlightenment ideas (called 'meta-narratives) have been myths and illu-
sions. Theidea of progressand liberation isa myth, as witnessed by twenti-
eth-century examples of genocide, and so is the idea that knowledge can be
objective and truthful. In this latter respect, scientific knowledge is relative
(asargued much earlier by Feyerabend and Kuhn), so there are no guaran-
tees as to the worth of the activitiesof scientistsor the truthfulnessof their
statements. Scienceissimply a 'language game'. The deconstruction of both
ideas into myths implies the disintegration of al the symbols of modern
capitalist society, and specificaly in relation to truth claims, postmodernism
deniesthe existence dof all universal truth statements, which are replaced by
variety, contingency and ambivalence, and plurality in culture, tradition,
ideology and knowledge. Everythingsolid meltsinto air, every structure dis-
solvesand every truth statement iscontingent and relative; we areleft merely
with rhetoric, discourse and language games about knowledge and truth.
‘Truth' can bedeconstructed to talk about truth, or 'truth claims, which are
themselves reducible to language and are merely games. The effects of this
approach arefelt everywhere by everything, including ethnography.

This 'moment’ in the history of ethnography is referred to as the ‘double
crisgs (Denzin and Lincoln 1998: 21-2). Under the impulse of postmodern-
ism, some ethnographers challengethe claim that ethnography can produce
universally valid knowledge by accurately capturing or representing the
nature of the social world (in anthropology see Clifford and Marcus 1986;
Clifford 1988; in sociology see Hammersley and Atkinson 1983; van
Maanen 1988; Atkinson 1990; Hammersley 1990, 1992; Denzin 1997,
Atkinson and Hammersley 1998; Richardson 1998). All accounts are con-
structions and the whole issue of which account more accurately represents
social reality is meaningless (see Denzin 1992; Richardson 1992). Thisis
called the crisis of representation. Inasmuch as ethnographic descriptions
are partial, selective, even autobiographical in that they are tied to the
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particular ethnographer and the contingencies under which the data were
collected, the traditional criteria for evaluating ethnography become prob-
lematic, as terms like 'validity', 'reliability’ and ‘generalizability’ are decon-
structed. Thisiscalled the crisis of legitimation.

As we shall seein Chapter 2, these crises have deep effects on ethnogra-
phy. The crisisof representation, for example, hasimplicationsfor how we
should understand ethnographic accounts. they do not neutrally or impar-
tialy represent the social world (but, in this view, nor does anything else).
There are implicationsfor the claimsethnographers are able to make about
their account, which isno longer a privileged description of the social world
from the inside (what Geertz once caled a 'thick description' in order to
emphasizeits richnessand depth). And there are implications for the writ-
ten text, which attemptsto represent in writing the reality of the'fied’, for
ethnographers should no longer make foolish authority claimsin order to
validate the account as an accurate representation of reality but be 'reflex-
ive, in which they reflect on the contingencieswhich bore upon and helped
to'create the data asa partial account. Ethnographers should produce 'tales
of the fiedd (van Maanen 1988) rather than attempt spurious realist
accounts of some setting. However, as we shall seein the next chapter, some
postmodern ethnographers have responded to this challenge and devel oped
akind of post postmodern ethnography, which takes on board these criti-
cisms but responds in ways that reassert some of the certainties and realism
of earlier types of ethnography.

Conclusion

The postmodern critique presents four chief problems for ethnography,
attacking its representation of thefield, the valueit places on 'thick descrip-
tion', thereliabilityand validity of itsdataand theconstruction o the ethno-
graphic text. These criticismsare addressed in later chapters of the volume
as we defend ethnography and make a case for its continued use. It is suf-
ficient hereto end with ageneral few remarks on the postmodern critique of
ethnography and the defence against it.

'Realist’ ethnographies survive among ethnographers who have not gone
down the postmodern path and hold steadfastly to the validity of humanis-
tic and interpretative approaches to studying people in natural settings.
Realist ethnographies also continue among those ethnographers who sub-
scribeto ‘critical realism’' asa methodological base, which asserts the objec-
tivity and reality of somematerial structures, evidenceon whichit ispossible
accurately to uncover ethnographically (aswell as by other means). Good
examples of critical realist ethnography are Willis’s (1977) work on class
reproduction, which addresses ethnographically the objectivity of the class
system and how it imposes itself on school children, and Porter's (1995)
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ethnography of the nursing profession, which confronts the reality of power
relations in hospitals and objective structures like sectarianism and racism
on critical realist ethnographies (seePorter 1993; Davies1999).

Other ethnographers have sought to rescue ethnography from the
excesses of postmodernism by incorporating some of its criticismsin order
to defend ethnography and meet the challengeof postmodernism (Silverman
1989; Stanley 1990b; Brewer 1994; Sede 1999). This is not the extreme
form of postmodern ethnography espoused by someone like Denzin (see
Denzin 1988, 1992, 1994, 1997), where the method becomesaform of fic-
tion or journalism, whose work represented for one critic 'a somewhat
elaborate review recording his personal responses (Seale 1999: 4). The
attempt to reconcile postmodern ideas with the practice of good ethnogra-
phy isclear in Hammersley'sown work (1990, 1992), where he criticizesthe
failings of 'naive realism' only in order to advocate a more robust form of
ethnographic representation which he calls 'subtle realism’, and his use of
‘rdlevance’ as an alternative way of assessing ethnographic data under the
attack on their validity and reliability. These responses, which defend
ethnography from its critics, constitute a kind of post postmodern ethnog-
raphy and are discussed in the chapters that follow.

Suggested further reading

Thefollowing are good general textbooks on ethnography:

Burgess R. (1984)In the Field. London: Routledge.

Davies, C. A. (1999) Reflexive Ethnography. London: Routledge.

Fetterman, D. (1998) Ethnography, 2nd edn. London: Sege

Hammerdey, M. and Atkinson, P. (1983) Ethnography: Principles in Practice.
London: Tavistock.



2 ) Ethnography as method
and methodology

Introduction

Asargued in Chapter 1, methods are presented in research textbooks as pro-
cedura rulesfor obtaining reliable and objective knowledge. One kind of

method concerns procedural rulesfor collectingdata, of which ethnography
isan example. Ethnography tendsto rely on a number of particular datacol-
lection techniques, such as naturalistic observation, documentary anaysis
and in-depth interviews. While these methods are used on their own aswell,
what marks their ethnographic application is that they are used to study a
peoplein a naturally occurring setting or ‘field', inwhich the researcher par-
ticipates directly, and in which there is an intent to explore the meanings of

this setting and its behaviour and activities from the inside. This is what
‘ethnography-understood-as-fieldwork’ means. However, the procedural

rulesthat lay down how thisis properly done, and which thereby certify the
knowledgeas reliableand objective, obtain their legitimacy and authority as
procedural rules because the community of scholars and researchers
endorsesthem. Accordingto John Hughes's (1990)argumentsin devel oping
what he calls the philosophy of social research, this endorsement itself

derivesfrom thefact that the procedural rules'fit' with and reflect a broader

theoretical and philosophical framework for which researchersand scholars
have a preference. This framework is caled methodology, and, in short,

methods-as-procedural -rules are given the authority to certify knowledgeas
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reliable and objective because they are legitimated by a methodological
stance. Method and methodology are thus inextricably linked.

This chapter explores the different methodological frameworksin which
ethnography islocated and which go towards explaining the particular pro-
cedural rulesthat areendorsed as the '‘way to do' ethnography properly. The
procedural rulesthemselvesare outlined in greater detail in Chapter 3. Here,
we outline the philosophy of social research, describing the methodol ogical
premises underlying 'little' ethnography, the imperatives for social research
which follow on from this methodology, the typical techniques of data col-
lection used and the characteristic form of data. Differences in methodo-
logical preferences highlight the divisions between ethnographers about
theory and practice, and this leads on to a debate about the current con-
tested terrain among ethnographers. Two debates are addressed: that
around 'thick description’, which was once seen as the central characteristic
of ethnographic data; and that around the accuracy, reliability, validity and
relevancedf ethnographic representations of reality.

The philosophy of social research

The philosophy of social research can be defined as the study o the theories
of knowledge which validate particular research methods. Conventionally,
social research methods courses offer examination of the data collection
techniques by which research is undertaken. That is, they offer practica
training in how to do research. However, developmentsin social theory and
philosophy have made us redize that these techniques or procedural rules
exist within a broader philosophical and theoretical framework, which can
be called a 'methodology’. Thiswas presented in the Introduction, and can
be reproduced again:

methodology — procedural rules = methods — knowledge

These methodological positions involve researchers in commitments
whether or not they are aware of it, for they entail assumptions about the
nature of society (called'ontological’ assumptions) and assumptions about
the nature of knowledge (called ‘epistemological’ assumptions). These
methodological positionscan also entail different sortsaof research practices,
since they predispose the use of different data collection techniques. They
thus end up producing quite different kinds of data. The study of this
broader methodological context to research methods has been called the
philosophy of socia research (Hughes1990; see aso Ackroyd and Hughes
1981).

The most contentious claimin this argument is not that research methods
get their authority and legitimacy from particul ar theories of knowledge, but
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that researcherschoose thedata collection techniquesto employ in any piece
of research because of a prior commitment to this methodological position
rather than out of practical expediency. It is possible to envisage that this
preference can be scientifically based - in that researchers believe one
methodology and the set of methods and techniques to be more scientific
than another - or it can be subjective and personal. The researcher may lack
the competence to understand and apply one or other technique: since we
cannot count or are frightened by computers, or do not like talking to
people, we avoid those methods that involve our shortcomings. But what-
ever the reason, we have bhiases. According to Hughes:

e the data collection methods used to make the social world amenable are
not neutral toolsthat somehow exist within avacuum, but operate within
agiven methodological position;

¢ since methodol ogieslay down the procedura rules by which reliableand
objective knowledgeis said to be obtained, the choice of data collection
technique is not dictated by the problem at hand, but largely by prior
preferences in the researcher for a given methodological position with
which those techniques or rulesare associated;

¢ the differences in the kinds of data produced have to be located in
methodol ogical choices by the researcher rather than decisions about the
problem at hand,;

e at atechnical level it may be desirable, even necessary, to combine mul-
tiple methods, but at an ontological and epistemological level this can
result in marrying incompatible methodol ogical positions;

¢ in astate where there are competing methodol ogical positions, validating
different procedural rulesfor collecting data, there will be no consensus
about the value or merit of particular research methods and the use of
particular methods can become a source of contention.

In hisexplication of the philosophy of socia research, John Hughes out-
lined two models of social research which were premised on two different
methodol ogical positions, the natural sciencemodel based on positivism and
the humanistic model based on naturalism. These were counterpoised as
mutually exclusive (indeed, asif they werein a'paradigm war') and set up
amost asideal types. His argument can be made more concrete by describ-
ing the two modelsand their respective methodological justificationsin his
ideal type terms, athough most attention here is naturally devoted to the
humanistic model. Table 2.1 summarizesthe differences between the two.

The natural science model of social research

The natural sciencemodel of social research is premised on positivism. The
essential attributes of this methodological position are summed up in the
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Table2.1 Thetwo modelsof social research

Natural science Humanistic
Methodology Positivian Naturdism
Methods Quedtionnaires, surveys, In-depthinterviews,
experiments ethnography, persond
documents
Syled research Quantitative Qualitative
Typed data Numerate, ‘hard’ Natural language, 'soft’

word 'positive’, which in the English language conjures up an image of ‘cer-
tainty', ‘precision’ and 'objectivity’. And its principal characteristic is that
the methods, concepts and procedural rules of the natural sciencescan be
applied to the study of socia life. This involves ontological assumptions
about the nature of society, for socia lifeis perceived to comprise objective
structures independent of the people concerned, and to consist of wholes
and systemswhich go beyond the consciousnessaf individuals. Thereisthus
a'real world' out there independent of people's perceptions of it: the social
world isreveaded to us, not constructed by us. It thus follows that objective
knowledge is possible, for there is a fixed and unchanging reality which
research can accurately accessand tap. Further epistemol ogical assumptions
follow: knowledge of social life can reveal only that which is externally
observable through the senses, and it can disclose the causal relationships
that exist within social life. From this follows the epistemological assump-
tion that it is possibleand desirableto devel op law-like statements about the
social world by means of the hypothetico-deductive method and using
nomol ogical-deductive explanations. These phrases essentially mean the
deduction of general statements from a theory or law, from which hypoth-
eses are formed, which are then tested against prediction and observation.
The best example remains Durkheim’s theory of suicide (Durkheim [1905]
1951). Hisgeneral statement wasthat suicide varied inversely with the degree
to which individuals were integrated with the group. From this he deduced
less general statements, to the effect, for example, that Catholics have lower
suicide rates than Protestants because Catholicism is a more communal
religion and integrates believers into a more collective group. Factual state-
ments could be deduced from this which could be tested against prediction
and observation, to the effect that the suicide rate will be lower, for example,
in Catholic countries than Protestant ones. Suicide statistics for Italy com-
pared to those for Holland could then confirm or refute the original general
law-like statement. It isthe original law-likegeneral statement or theory that
is the explanatory variable, below which come descriptive data that are
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revealed through sense-experience observation. Confirmation or refutation
cannot be achieved by data revealed through peopl€'s interpretative or mean-
ing-endowingcapacities (inDurkheim's case by studyingthe meaningsaof vic-
tims as revedled, sy, in their suicide notes; see Jacobs 1979) but only data
revealed externally through the way the world is observed and experienced
via our senses (inthis case'objective, ‘officid’ statistics).

Datafor the natural sciencemode! of social researcharethuscalled'hard',
wishingto imply that they are untainted by the interpretative and meaning-
endowing processes of people, whether these people are the subjects of the
research or the researchersthemselves. And such data are numerate, seeking
to measure and describe social phenomena by the attribution of numbers.
This gives an elective affinity, as Weber would say, between the natural sci-
ence model of socia research and those data collection techniques which
give best access to sense-experiencedata, notably questionnaires, surveys
and experiments. Positivism believesthe world to be an external, knowable
entity, existing 'out there' independent of what people believe or perceiveit
to be. In aworld made known to us through our sense experience, people
contribute very little to knowledgein thisway, smply receiving the sensory
stimuli and recounting the response. Questionnaires and surveys are exemp-
lary at doing this. They collect numerate data that supposedly render social
phenomena'objective’ and untouched by peopl€'s interpretative and reality-
constructing capacities. Hence, for example, textbooks identify the pro-
cedura rules for, say, constructing and applying a standardized interview
schedule (advice on prompting and probing by means of standardized
phrases to be used by the interviewer, the elimination of the ‘interviewer
effect’ and practices to standardize the instrument), the following of which
supposedly allows researchersto eliminate personal and interpersonal vari-
ables that distort what is seen as a smple and unproblematic relationship
between stimulus (thequestion) and response (theanswer). Since the stimu-
lustakes the sameform for everyone, if respondents give different responses
the differencesare assumedto be'red’, not artificialy created by variations
in the way the question was asked. The data thus become 'redl’, 'hard’ and
‘objective, sincethey are seen as untainted by the personal considerations of
the interviewer or the respondent (seeBox 2.1).

The humanistic model of social research

From the 1960s onwards there has been an intellectual attack on positivism,
from peoplelike Thomas Kuhn, Karl Popper and various kinds of interpre-
tative sociologies, such as phenomenol ogy and ethnomethodology. This has
resulted in an intellectual attack on the natural science model of social
research and also onits procedural rulesfor certifyingknowledgeasreliable
and objective. So there was an attack on the very idea of questionnaires, for
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Box 2.1 Standardization of the interview

Standardizationof the interviewer effect
This relates to all kinds of interview.

I Have one person do all the interviews so that respondents are subject
to a constant interviewer effect (or at least use a homogeneous set of
interviewers).

2 Randomize the effect by picking arandom sample of interviewers.

3 Minimize any inequalities between interviewer/respondent (such as sex,
age, class, social status, religion).

4 Institute control by assessing/supervising the interview/interviewer.

Standardizationof the interview as an instrument
This particularly relates to formal interviews with arigid schedule.

| Ensure the respondentis nominated by the sampling procedure, not the
interviewer (except with quota sampling).

2 Standardize introductory statements about the purposes/sponsors of
the research —there should be a standard reply to any query for further
information.

3 The interviewer should not try to persuadefinfluence respondents
either in what to say or whether to say anythingat all.

4 There should be precise instructions about when and how to prompt/
probe.

5 Try to keep recording by the interviewer to a minimum.

6 Ensure there is no modification or variation in the instructions given to
respondents.

7 Leave controversial/sensitive questions until the end.

8 Wording of the questions. Ten basic rules:

(@ use familiar words which are class/culture fair;

(b) use simple words free from jargon/technical phrases;

() be specific and unambiguous;

(d) be concise and to the point;

(e) be precise, especially avoid double negatives;

(f) keepit short;

(@ avoid leading guestions which suggest a response;

(h) avoid hypothetical questions;

(i) avoid presumptuous questions which assume a response;
(i) avoid double-headed questions (two questionsin one).

example, as reliable methods for collecting data, no matter how well they
wereoperated. Familiar and old methodswereimpugned to their core, with
a levd o vitriol that approached what Pawson (1999: 29-32) called a
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paradigm war. A new tradition emerged, or, more properly, was rediscov-
ered, since its ideas were longstanding, which gave legitimacy to new pro-
cedural rules and thus new methods for collectingand analysing data (such
as conversation analysis) or reinvented and repopularized underused ones
from an earlier period (ethnography, documentary analysis, in-depth inter-
views and participant observation). Hughes calls this the humanistic model
of social research (aphrase also used by Berger 1963, and Bruyn 1966), and
it is premised on the methodology of naturalism (this methodology is also
sometimescalled the interpretative or hermeneutical paradigm).
Naturalism isan orientation concerned with the study of social lifeinreal,

naturally occurring settings; the experiencing, observing, describing, under-
standing and analysing of the features of social life in concrete situations as
they occur independently of scientific manipulation. The focus on natural
situations leadsto this orientation being described as 'naturalism’, and it is
dgnified by attention to what human beings fed, perceive, think and do in
natural situations that are not experimentally contrived or controlled (the
emphasis upon interpretation also explains why it is called the hermeneuti-
cal paradigm). These naturally occurring situations are also sometimes
called 'face-to-face Situations, mundane interaction, micro-interaction or
everyday life. Stressislaid on experiencingand observingwhat is happening
naturally rather than hypothesizing about it beforehand, mostly by achiev-
ing first-hand contact with it, although researchers minimize their effect on
the setting as much as possible. Stressisalso laid on the analysisof people's
'meanings from their own standpoint: the fedings, perceptions, emotions,
thoughts, moods, ideas, bdiefs and interpretative processes of members of
society as they themselves understand and articulate them (seeBox 2.2), at

Box 2.2

Interview with a member of lan Paisley's Free Presbyterian Church, for
research published in J. D. Brewer, Anti-Catholicism in Northern Ireland
1600-1998 (London: Macmillan, 1998), with G. Higgins.

| believe that the Roman Catholic Church is the whore of Babylon,
a system which is contrary to the word of God. | honestly have no
time for the ecumenical movement. To me there can be no
reconciliation between what Rome teaches and the Scriptures. |
don't believe light can have any fellowship with darkness. . .1 would
have no problem with a united Ireland if it was under British rule.
United Ireland as it means today would be a Roman Catholic
dominated thing . ..The British way of life would be what | would
favour.
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least initially. Naturalism presentsthis as'being trueto the natural phenom-
ena (Douglas1980: 2).

There are ontological and epistemological assumptions within this
stance, which further highlight its contrast with positivism as a methodo-
logical position. Central to naturalism is the argument, going back to
German philosophy in the nineteenth century (the Geisteswissenschaften
tradition), that human beings and social behaviour are different from the
behaviour of physical and inanimate objects. People are meaning-endow-
ing, in that they have the capacity to interpret and construct their social
world and setting rather than responding in asimplistic and automatic way
toany particular stimuli. Moreover, people are discursive, in that they have
the capacity for language and the linguistic formulation of their ideas, and
possess sufficient knowledge about discourse in order to articulate their
meanings. Society, thus, is seen as either wholly or partially constructed
and reconstructed on the basisof these interpretative processes, and people
are seen as having the ability to tell others what they mean by some
behaviour, idea or remark and to offer their own explanation of it or
motivefor it. Society isnot presented as afixed and unchanging entity, 'out
there somewhere and external to the person, but is a shifting, changing
entity that is constructed or reconstructed by people themselves. People
live in material and bounded structures and locations, and these contexts
shape their interpretative processes, so that we are not free to define the
social world as if we existed as islands, each one inhabited by ourselves
alone. All socid lifeis partially interdependent on the concrete situations
and structures in which it exists, so 'society’ is not a complete invention
(or reinvention) every time. But knowledge of the social world, in this
methodological position, is inadequate if we do not also document,
observe, describe and analyse the 'meanings of the people who livein it.
This must be the starting point of any study of society according to natu-
ralism, although it may clearly not be the end point, in that the researcher
may want to extend the analysis beyond peopl€'s own accounts, expla-
nations and meanings. The theory of knowledge within naturalism thus
seesit asessential to understand 'the freely constructed character of human
actions and institutions' (Hammersley 1990: 7) in the natural settings and
contexts which influence and shape people's meanings. Thus, knowledge
must be inductive (the reverse of deductive), in which researchers begin
with particular observations, from which empirical statements are made,
which may, or may not, lead on to statements of more generality. It isdis-
covery-based rather than hypothesis testing. The three essential tenets of
naturalism are thus:

¢ thesocial world isnot reducibleto that which can be externally observed,
but is something created or recreated, perceived and interpreted by people
themsdlves;
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¢ knowledge of the social world must give accessto actors own accounts
of it, among other things, at least asa starting point, and sometimesasthe
sole point;

¢ peoplelivein a bounded social context, and are best studied in, and their
meanings are best revealed in, the natural settings of the real world in
which they live.

Four imperatives or requirements for social research follow from this
methodological position. Socid researchers in the humanistic model of
social research need:

¢ to ask peoplefor their views, meaningsand constructions;

e to ask peoplein such away that they can tell them in their own words;

¢ to ask them in depth because these meaningsare often complex, taken for
granted and problematic;

¢ to address the social context which gives meaning and substance to their
views and constructions.

The implications of these imperatives are significant and they go towards
defining the attitude and approach of humanistic researchers. There are
three implications. First, they predispose the humanistic researcher to study
certain sorts of topics above others, onesthat lend themselvesreadily to the
study of peopl€e's views, beiefsand meanings. The reverse of thisisthat the
researcher is cut off from studying those topics that are not appropriate to
being approached in terms of people's beliefs and meanings. Second, while
it isthe case that most topics can be addressed in various ways, researchers
with a preferencefor the humanistic model are predisposed to ask certain
sorts of questions about that topic, approaching the topic in terms of
people's meanings, attitudes, beliefs and interpretations. Let me illustrate
thiswith the example of my research on crimein Ireland, North and South,
between 1945 and 1995 (Breweret d. 1997). It combined quantitative and
qualitative research. In part it examined trends in crime statistics in this
time period at the national level for Northern Ireland and the Irish Repub-
lic, and at city level for Dublin and Belfast, as well as trends in the officia
statistics for specific crimes, such as murder, robbery, theft, rape and sched-
uled offences under terrorism legislation. However, official statistics have
profound limitations, and as a qualitative researcher first and foremost, |
needed to approach the topic by asking other sorts of questions aswell. An
ethnographic part of the study therefore sought to supplement the quanti-
tative analysis of crime by addressing a whole range of issues raised by
crime, to permit the expression of these concerns in the actors' own terms
and to capture the richnessand depth of the crime problem. Thus, we aso
focused on two loca communities in Belfast, one each in Catholic West
Belfast and Protestant East Belfast, and addressed issues such as peopl€'s
perceptions of the crime problem in their locality, levels of fear of crime,
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peopl€e's reporting behaviour, local crime management in the absence of
reliance on the police, the frames of reference through which people
approach crime, such as perceived levels of crimein other societiesor his-
torical comparisons with the past, and peopl€'s fears about future crimein
their areas after the ceasefire by paramilitary groups. Such data captured
the richness of people's experiencesin their own terms, proffering a coun-
terweight to the breadth and geographical coverage of official statistics.
Actors accounts take on added value with respect to crime statistics
because of the well known limitations in official statistics on crime. There-
fore, thetopic itsdf wasdefinedin such away asto permit study of people's
meaning-endowing capacities.

A third implication of these imperativesis that they predispose a prefer-
encefor certain datacollectiontechniques. Methods of datacollectionin the
humanistic model of research must access peopl€e's views and meanings, and
do so in depth without imposing views upon people. They must permit
peopleto speak in their own terms and in the context of the natural settings
which give meaning and substance to their views. The popular methods of
data collection in qualitative research are therefore techniques such as in-
depth or informal interviews, personal documents, like diaries, letters and
autobiographies, participant observation and methods for the study of nat-
ural language, like conversation analysis (these data collection techniques
are discussed in Chapter 3). These methods are sometimes summed up in
what has here been termed 'big ethnography' or 'ethnography-understood-
as-qualitative-research’, or summed up in the term ‘unobtrusive methods.
One of the most important is 'little ethnography’, what is here called
‘ethnography-understood-as-fiel dwork'.

The data collected by these methods come in a particular form. Quali-
tative data come in the form of extracts of natural language, such as quo-
tations obtained from in-depth interviews, notes from personal documents
or records of participant observation, providing actors own accounts. Such
data capture the richness of people's experiencesin their own terms. As
Schwartz and Jacobs (1979: 4) write:

quantitative sociol ogistsassign numbers to observations. They produce
data by counting and 'measuring' things. The things measured can be
individual persons, groups, whole societies, speech acts and so on.
Qualitative sociologistsreport observations in the natural language at
large[see Box 2.31. It isintrinsically important to developwaysof gain-
ing accessto the life-world of other individualsin the context of [their]
daily life.

Subtitling their book ‘A method to the madness, they contend that such
methods are the only way for the social researcher to chart a way through
the chaos and complexity of socid life.
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Box 2.3

Extract from J. D. Brewer, B. Lockhart and P. Rodgers, Crime in Ireland,
1945-95 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), p. 128.

As one resident remarked after being asked whether ordinary
crime was a problem in Poleglass [Catholic West Belfast] 'definitely
...being totally honest with you, you would probably hear of most
crimes. They probably wouldn't be on a big scale but you would get
them — joyriding, thieving, thieving of anything; anythingyou leave
sitting about here is going to walk, whether your nameis onitor
not. If its not nailed down they'll have it’. In the Bloomfield district
of East Belfast a resident recounted her experiences:

There is a lot of crime in the area. The most common is
breaking-inand vandalism.Broke into Elmgrove primary school
this morning, they took what they wanted but they vandalised
it as well. Last Saturday the bakery was held up and all the
money taken. The day before | was in the post office and some
fella was playing with the blind [collection] box, then he lifted
it.| know the travel agent has been broken into. Basically all the
shops around here have been broken into. | have been broken
into three times. | had stuff taken from the [washing] line three
or four times. The bikes have been taken umpteen times.

The methodological bases of ethnography

It is clear that the principal methodological justification for ethnography
comes from naturalism and the humanistic model of social research. This
gives us what we earlier called the 'humanistic' type of ethnography. It is
what most peoplethink of when they reflect on ethnography and it is what
most ethnographers do when they practise fieldwork: 'getting close to the
inside, 'telling it likeit is, 'giving an insider's account’, 'being true to the
natural phenomena, giving 'thick description’ and 'deeply rich' data. 1t is
research that abandons natural science models of research practice, such as
hypothesis testing, deductive analysis, description and measurement by
meansof assigning numbers; it abandons even the rhetoric and ambitions of
natural sciencein favour of understanding naturally occurring behaviour in
its own terms. However, the type of ethnography we called 'scientific’ or
'positivist’ draws on elementsof both methodologiesand is associated with
both modelsaf research. It doesso by accepting the orthodox consensusthat
natural scienceis the standard by which research should be judged and by
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arguing that there is a 'real' world which it is possible to access. Yet it
believes that ethnography is, perhaps, more scientific than quantitative
methods becauseit enables researchersto get closer and better accessto this
'rea" world. 'Critical redist' ethnographies are like this, aswas the practice
of early advocates (Bruyn1966; Blumer 1969), who argued that ethnogra-
phy had a scientific character precisely because it was better suited than
experimental and survey research to understanding human behaviour (see
Hammersley 1990: 6).

In one important respect the two types of ethnography are identical in
what they see asthe proper purpose of ethnography, even though they come
to this from diametrically opposed methodological positions. Both have a
naive notion that there are objective truth statements that can be made
about the phenomena under study, that ethnography best permitsthesetruth
statements and that these truth statements reflect the 'real’ understanding of
the phenomena. Both believe that it is possible to 'tdl it like it is, and,
further, that there isonly one'true’ telling. Ethnography thus uniquely ren-
ders a problematic social world unproblematic, for it alone has the capacity
to disclosethe social world asit truly is. It isfor this reason that Silverman
(1985: 116) observed that naturalistic and positivistictypes of ethnography
both sought the elimination of the effectsof the researcher in order better to
represent the 'real’ picture and the 'true’ understanding of the phenomena,
the former by recommending that ethnographers embrace the culture and
the setting to becomean ‘insider’, thelatter by recommending the standard-
ization of al research procedures and instruments. In this sense, both types
of ethnography subscribeto what isknown as'naive reaism'. Both types of
'‘postmodern reflexive' ethnography challenge them on this, attacking the
grounds on which they claim to represent 'reality’ and the criteria by which
they claim legitimacy for the validity and accuracy of their data. This chal-
lenge makes ethnography 'the most hotly contested site in qualitative
research today' (Denzin and Lincoln 1998: xvi); and it describes what
Denzin and Lincoln (1998: 21) cal the 'double crisis of contemporary
ethnography, where its representational claimsare questioned by other eth-
nographers and the validity of its data impugned. Hence Atkinson and
Hammersley (1998: 129) rightly point out that there is not a single philo-
sophical or theoretical orientation that can lay unique claim to supply the
rationale for ethnography, each endorsing a version of ethnographic work.
It isto these crisesthat we now turn.

The double crisis of ethnography
The'crisis of representation’

The 'crisis of representation’ describes the disillusionment surrounding the
ethnographer's claimto provide a privileged and special accessto 'redlity’ by
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means of 'thick description’. As Dey (1993: 31) makes clear, to describe
something is to recite its characteristics in either numbers or natural lan-
guage. In natural science models of social research, description has low
status, which isironic, since description in the form of numbers permeates
the natural science model. It is description by means of extracts of natural
language that is problematic to positivism. Yet for both 'scientific’ and
‘humanistic' forms of ethnography, such description is central to the ethno-
graphic enterprise, although they must be what is called 'thick' as opposed
to 'thin' descriptions. "Thick' description was a term first used by the
anthropologist Clifford Geertz in 1973, and popularized in sociology by
Norman Denzin, although its origins lie within the British anthropol ogical
tradition of Malinowski, where researchers were enjoined to describe
phenomena from the natives point of view. Thin description is mere gloss,
a bare report of the 'facts independent of intentions or circumstances,
whereas thick description represents a thorough account (see Box 2.4),
taking in the context of the phenomena described, theintentions and mean-
ings that organize them, and their subsequent evolution or processing (see
Denzin1989: 31, 83ff). Itisaform of 'subjective soaking' according to Ellen
(1984), in which researchers attempt to merge with the phenomena being
described. It isa'written representation of a culture’ (vanMaanen 1988: 1),
or what Fetterman (1998: 20) calls 'the emic perspective, where phenom-
ena are described from the insider's perspective, which is‘'instrumenta to
understanding and accurately describing situations and behaviours. Fetter-
man (1998: 29) outlines thick description thus: it involvesdetailed descrip-
tion, detailed frame-by-frame analysis of events or parts of events.' Or in
Denzin's own words, it:

presents detail, context, emotion, and the webs of social relationships.
Thick description invokes emotionality and self-fedlings. It establishes
the significance of an experience or the sequence o events. In thick
description, the voices, feelings, actions, and meanings of interacting
individualsare heard. It captures and recordsthe voicesof 'lived experi-

ence.
(Denzin1989: 83)

For many ‘humanistic' ethnographers, such thick descriptionisanendin
itself, since their task is solely to engagein 'cultural description' as anthro-
pologists might say, or, as some sociologistsmight say, it facilitatesthe goal
of demonstrating the reality construction done by ordinary people. If reality
reconstruction is the goal, by which Schwartz and Jacobs (1979: 2) mean
that 'messy, tortuous business of learning to see the world of an individual
or group from the inside, then ‘there is something vital that one does not
know if one has no accessto theinside- that is, if [weare] unable to recon-
struct the world as it looks, sounds, and smellsto those within it.' Thisis
what thick description achieves, a'realist’ narrative of the social world from
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Box 24

Extract from J. D. Brewer, Inside the RUC (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991),
with K. Magee, pp. 60-2.

Another type of work which is disliked is emotionally demanding
work. When they talk about work of this type, policemen stress the
importance of remaining detached and emotionally cold. Young
probationers are instructed t o follow the 'police pattern’, what
Schutz would call the 'recipe knowledge'. An elderly sergeant once
remarked on his experience of attending a cot death for the first
time, 'You just have to say to yourself, the next time | will be better
equipped to cope with this type of situation . ..There's a pattern
police follow in every situation. You lay the pattern down whatever
you're dealing with, and you follow it through'. If she could look at
meat hanging in a butcher's, the field-worker was told when she was
accompanyingpolicemen to a post-mortem, she could look at dead
bodies. The tendency to render horrific incidents of this sort into
funny tales or 'atrocity stories', told ritualistically within the
occupational culture of the station, is a further attempt to strip them
of their emotional hold. In the midst of passing on advice to the field-
worker on how to cope with her imminent attendance at a post-
mortem, one policeman said, 'You get used to them. I don't mind
them any more'. But after a pause he went on to add, 'Except for
kids, I hate goingto post-mortems for kids'. Below is an extract of
conversation between two policemen who are telling a third about a
cot death the two of them had recently attended.

PC. 1: Jesus, it was awful, and the worst thing about it was, when we
arrived the baby was still warm, so we tried to revive it with
mouth to mouth. Now the couple had expected it was dead and
we gave them false hope. When we couldn't revive it, it made
the whole thing worse for them. Then when the ambulance men
arrived they also tried to revive it. God it was awful.

PC. 2 | always feel like saying, 'Look its OK, 'l come back in a
couple of weeks. But you never do like. You'd get the balls
chewed off you if you returned without all the details.

PC. 1= But it was awful. God, the couple were really upset, it was
their first baby, too.

It is not that policemen and women fail to achieve emotional
detachment. Primarily what makes this type of work unpopular is the
ever-presentdanger that work of this sort will break the veneer of
coldness, exposingthem as emotionally involved, which is something
they dislike because it is considered unprofessional.
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the inside. But 'scientific’ ethnographers claim thick description to be of
immensevauetoo, for it isaform of explanation. Thick descriptionsare not
a preliminary to explanation, David Silverman (1985: 95) once wrote, 'but
are in themselves adequate scientific explanations. If the ambition is to
achieve a positivist account of some phenomenon, to capture its red’ fea-
tures accurately and objectively, thick description can be seen as an aid to
science through the achievement of ‘redism’. By 1997 Silverman was
parodying the ambition to 'tell it likeit is asthe equivalent of thetelevision
chat show (1997a: 248-9).

In the intervening period, ethnography had become infected by what
Hammersley (1990: 5; see also 1992) callsanti-realism. In the mid-1980sin
cultural anthropology and then in sociology, ethnographers used ideasfrom
severa sourcesto examine critically their craft and criticized both ‘human-
igic' and 'scientific ethnographers for their realist assumptions that an
objectivereality existsand that it is possible to represent it accurately in the
ethnographic text. These assumptions are naive — hence 'naive reaism'.
Anthropology's critique of ethnography is longer established than soci-
ology's, partly because ethnography is so central to anthropology, but also
because of the greater demands made of the method in cultural and social
anthropology. Much anthropological knowledge depends upon the capacity
of the ethnographic method to represent reliably the dynamics of cultures
which are strange, and some anthropol ogists questioned the capacity of eth-
nographers to represent foreign cultures objectively (Marcus1980; Clifford
1981, 1983; Marcus and Cushman 1982; Stocking 1983; Clifford and
Marcus 1986; Spencer 1989). Although drawing partly on this material to
mount a challenge to ethnography in sociology, ethnographers (for example,
Woolgar 1988a: 24-9; Atkinson 1990: 25-8) also draw on work in social
studies of science. Naturalistic critiques of scientific knowledge (and texts)
were turned upon themselves and applied to social scientific knowledge
generally, and ethnography in particular (Anderson 1978; Woolgar 1988a,
b). Postmodernism's rejection of the meta-narrative of science, in which the
realist ambition to 'objective truth' is deconstructed to language games
involving competing truth claims, was also an impulseto anti-realism.

Several issuesfollow from the anti-realist attack on naiverealism. Thefirst
and most serious is a challenge to ethnographic representations or tellings
‘of itlikeitis. In naiverealism, the representation of social redlity isseen as
unproblematic as long as the researcher follows the procedural rules and
gets sufficiently close to what it is like 'on the inside. The researcher nar-
rates the ethnography, providing thick descriptions that give readers the
impression that they are in the field along with the ethnographer. Ethnogra-
phers must thus absent themselvesfrom the text, trying to act asamere con-
duit in which the insider's account is simplitically represented in the text.
As van Maanen (1988: 47) writes, 'the narrator of realist tales poses as an
impersonal conduit who passes on more-or-less objective datain a measured
intellectual style that is uncontaminated by personal bias, political goals or
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moral judgements. Realist ethnographers thought they obtained a privi-
leged gaze by means of their closeness and insider status, and this is what
must be represented in the text viaaform of ethnographic reportage which
usesvarious rhetorical devicesto construct the text as an accurate portrayal
based on close association in the field and the successful development of
insider status (ethnographictexts and writing are explored further in Chap-
ter 4). The problem, according to the anti-realists, is that there is no inde-
pendent and external reality, and the ethnographer's representation is not
privileged; it is just as much a partial account as the insiders, and claimsto
realist-like objectivity, accuracy and truth are spurious. Thick descriptions,
therefore, do not represent 'reality as it is because such descriptions are
selectivefrom the variouscompeting versions of reality that could have been
produced and end up presenting a partial picture: if naive realist ethnogra-
phers see themselvesas cameras, the pictureis blurred because thereis more
than one image on the lens. 'The doctrine of immaculate perception’, asvan
Maanen (1988: 23) termed naive reaism, is undermined by the opague
nature of 'reality’ and the ethnographer's selection processes. Keeping 'an
open mind' is not the same as having 'an empty head' (Dey 1993: 63), and
unadulterated observation is impossible. As Fielding (1993: 163) says,
‘objective’ observation is impossible because the observer is involved, not
detached.

One o the factors that naive realist ethnographers fail to recognize as
impinging on their observation is theoretica bias. Hughess arguments
within the philosophy of social research contend that their conception of
ethnography in naive realist terms is itself a theoretical preference, but
beyond this, naive redlist ethnographers tended to present themselves as
theoretically neutral, building up theories in a grounded fashion from the
data themselves. Genuflectionin the direction of Glaser and Strauss's (1967)
explication of grounded theory was routinely made, whereby theory is sup-
posed to be based on observation of data not deduced from prior assump-
tions. Anti-realists argue that ethnography's descriptions are theoretically
naive and no different from those produced by ordinary people as part of
their everyday life (Hammersley 1990: 60-5). They are not specialized
‘theoretical' descriptions. That is, they neither adequately test nor generate
theory; even the theoretical inferences made from the data are often unsub-
stantiated. Hammerdley is particularly critical of ethnographers who do not
identify thetheoretical assumptions and wider valuesthat they bringtotheir
work, which often condition their interpretation of the data and the theor-
etical inferences made. Ethnographers who imply that their accounts are
accurate representations of the social world 'as it is, beyond the influence of
theoretical presumption or prejudice, are both ignorant of the effect of their
values upon research and simplistic in suggesting that there is only one
objectivedescription which they have reliably captured.

The final criticism made by anti-realist ethnographers is that the naive
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realist emphasis on thick description limits the ethnographer's task to that
of cultural description (asanthropologists might say) or reality reconstruc-
tion (associologistswould say). Anti-realist ethnographers recognize both
theimpossibility of 'telling it likeit is (sincethere is more than one 'telling’
and more than one'is) and the desirability of going beyond people's words.
Thus, Altheide and Johnson (1998: 297) write:

capturing members words alone is not enough for ethnography. If it
were, ethnographies would be replaced by interviews. Good ethnogra-
phies reflect tacit knowledge, the largely unarticulated, contextual
understanding that is often manifested in nods, silences, humour and
naughty nuances. [And] it is necessary to give an accounting of how we
know things, what we regard and treat as empirical materials — the
experiences - from which we produce our second (or third) hand
accounts of ‘what is happening'.

Altheide and Johnson close this remark by alluding to the chief solution to
the crisis of representation offered by anti-realist ethnographers, which is
reflexivity.

Asthe postmodern ethnographer's responseto the crisisof representation,
‘reflexivity' issomething of a buzz word in contemporary ethnography (and
tiresome to a few ethnographers, for Silverman (1997a: 239-40) has writ-
ten that we play the reflexivity card too often and risk being perceived as
navel-gazing). The problem is that realist ethnographers (likerealist social
scientists generally) are unreflexive, in that they give no attention to the
social processes that impinge upon and influence their data. They do not
adopt a critical attitude towards their data, and even deny the influence of
such factors as the location of the setting, the sensitivity of the topic or the
nature of thesocial interaction betweenthe researcher and researched. Thus,
the strengths of the data are exaggerated and/or the weaknesses underem-
phasized, further undermining the reliability of ethnographic thick descrip-
tions. Therefore, Hammersley and Atkinson (1983:17) arguethat instead of
trying to eliminatethe effects o the ethnographer, we should be reflexivein
trying to set the data against this context (Bowden 1989 arguessimilarly for
guantitative approaches). Although Woolgar (1988a: 21-4) means some-
thing different when he urges usto be reflexive, the injunction remains: eth-
nographers (like social scientists generally) must locate their data in the
context of the social processes that brought them about, and recognize the
limits of their representation of reality (Woolgar 1988a: 26-7). This does
not mean that the ethnographer has to try to construct the relevant coun-
terfactual by engaging in the impossible task of imagining what the data
would have been like had circumstances been different. Rather, it implies
that ethnographers be explicit and open about the circumstanceswhich pro-
duced the extant data, recognizing that ethnographers (likeall researchers)
are within the social world they seek to analyse. Since there is no perfectly
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transparent or neutral way to represent the social world (orthe natural one),
reflexivity on the part of the researcher assistsin identifying the contingen-
ciesthat produced hisor her portrayal of it, so we should claim no more for
the account than what it is, a partial, selectiveand personal version (seeBox
2.5). (Thequestion of reflexivity is addressed further in Chapter 4.)
The'crids of representation’ thus describesa situation where ethnography
is unsure about the status of its descriptions and observations because its
clam to privileged access to 'redlity’ by means of thick description is
impugned. Postmodernistsargue that thereis no one 'reality’ and ethnogra-
phy captures only the version that the researcher sdects. This is a genera
complaint about al methods, however: 'there isdoubt that any discoursehas
a privileged place, any method or theory a universal and genera claim to
authoritative knowledge' (Richardson 1991: 173). Readlist ethnography, like
al research methods, isstripped naked under the impulse of anti-realismand
postmodernism, an emperor without clothes, whose claims to authority are

Box 25

Extract from J D. Brewer, B. Lockhart and P. Rodgers, Crime in Ireland
1945-95 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 123—7, by permission of
Oxford University Press.

Ethnographic findings can be easily misunderstood. For some,
ethnography represents the only research method because it alone
captures people's experiences in their own words but others
denigrateit...However, it is necessary for ethnographersto be
reflexive and identify the contingencies that helpedto produce the
extant data. This is our intention . . . Ethnographic research on
crime in Belfast, which touches on issues such as policing and the
role of paramilitary organisations in local crime management, fits
the template of sensitive research. It is important to identify what
bearing this sensitivity had on the research. The first was with
respectto the sample. Because of the sensitivity of the topic of the
research, we felt it necessary to work through local community-
based agencies in order to access general members of the public;
the public were not accessed by means of unsolicited knocks on
front doors but through their involvement with local community
groups and organisations. Initial contact with the organisations was
facilitated by the network of contacts possessed by the
investigators and by the snowball technique. These community
organisations acted as a buffer or gatekeeper between the
fieldworker and the public, giving each some reassurance and
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security when addressing controversial and deeply sensitive
guestions. Interviews also took place in the familiar surroundings of
the organisation's premises. Fieldwork took place over twelve
months between 1994 and 1995, with six months spent in each
study area, and the fact that the ceasefire pertained for most of the
fieldwork, and for all of that which took place in West Belfast,
encouraged openness amongst respondents. People's frankness
about the paramilitaries was no doubt facilitated by their thought
that peace had arrived. The use of community organisations as
gatekeepers also facilitated a measure of representativeness, a
problem which hinders the reliability of much ethnographic
research because of the small numbers of people studied. Our
research design allowed us to ensure that the organisations
selected were an accurate political and social representation of the
locality, as well as covering a cross-section of key social groups,
such as women, youth and the elderly; this social and political
representativeness could not have been so readily achieved by
means of unsolicited access t o the general public, which can
overlook members of minority groups. Some community groups,
however, are often politically aligned to the mainline and fringe
political groups in Northern Ireland but the wide variety of views
obtained seems t o show that we were not hijacked by
representatives or supporters of any one political organisation ...
Our research design involved exclusively the use of indepth
interviews. Interviews were arranged and conducted solely by one
of the authors. In total, 115 interviews were carried out with
individuals and ten with groups. They were recorded on tape and
then transcribed verbatim, except where respondents objected to
the interview being recorded, when notes were taken during the
interview. There are ninety-two hours of tape recordings. Two
areas were selected for study, one each in East and West Belfast, in
order to reflect the spatial location of Belfast's communal divide. To
aid comparison it was important to select closely matching sub-
divisions, and ones which provided a cross-section of social classes
and housing styles, large council estates, areas of inner city
deprivation and suburban housing, providing a mix of community
types and social classes. Fieldwork deliberately covered
organisations based in most of the localities within each broad area
in order to provide some geographical spread and social
representativeness.Each area contained pockets where members of
the other religious community live. In fieldwork we made sure that
we covered organisations in these enclaves.
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illusionary. The problem thereby created is how to judge good ethnography,
for the postmodern condition is one that underminesall criteriaby whichto
judge and evaluate the products of ethnographic research: dl criteria are
doubted, none are privileged and everythinggoes. Thisisthe crisis of legiti-
mation.

The crisisof legitimation

'Humanistic' and 'scientific' typesof ethnography were both 'realist’ in their
different ways, in believing that there was a knowable world which the
proper procedura rules, faithfully followed, could accurately tap. These
procedural rulesnot only defined how ethnography should be practised asa
data collection technique, they outlined the criteria by which the resulting
data could be evaluated. Terms like 'vdidity!, 'reliability’ and ‘generaliz-
ability' weresuggested asthe criteria. "Validity refersto theextent to which
the data accurately reflect the phenomenon under study (also sometimes
called 'interna validity"), 'reliability’ to the extent to which measurements
of it are consistent and ‘generalizability’ to the applicability of the datato
other like cases (also sometimescaled 'externa validity'). These are terms
‘owned’ by positivism and appropriated enthusiastically by 'scientific
ethnography, but even 'humanistic' ethnography paid attention to the ways
in whichits data had validity and could be made more generally applicable
(see, for example, LeCompte and Goetz 1982; Kirk and Miller 1986).
'Humanistic' ethnography's commitment to naturalism sometimes ensured
that practitioners thought the solecriterion should bewhether the data accu-
rately captured the phenomenon (validity), taking solace in the notion that
while ethnography had high validity but low reliability, the reverse was the
case in the natural science model of social research because quantitative
methods could replicate data constantly but at the expense of an accurate
description of social life. Such 'validity' was achieved, Fielding (1993: 164)
wrote, when the observer knew the members rulesof action sufficiently well
to be able to tell others how to pass as ordinary membersin the samefield.
But even with the stress within humanistic ethnography on validity as the
sole evaluator, sampling methods were introduced into ethnography (see
Chapter 3), and fieldswere sought where the processes being studied were
most likely to occur but which were seen as singleinstancesof more genera
social experiencesand processes. Constant comparisons were made as the
researcher was urged to develop an understanding that encompassed other
instances of the process, and a focus on negative cases reiterated the intent
to study the particular in order to examine the general. Thus, Denzin and
Lincoln (1998: xiv) argued that any single case bore traces of the universal,
and 'telling it likeit is was aways associated with the idea that the ‘telling’
should encompass the general features of the'it' (seeBox 2.6).

The anti-realist chalenge to the nature of knowledge (that there is no
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Box 26

Extract from J. D. Brewer, Inside the RUC (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991),
with K. Magee, pp. 30-3.

The familiar adage is that ethnographic research provides depth by
sacrificing breadth, but it is possible to build an element of
generality by constructing individual projects in the mould of
similar ones in different settings so that comparisons can be made
and a body of cumulative knowledge established. Our project was
designed deliberately to follow the pattern of ethnographic studies
of routine policing, so as to add to this tradition the dimension
provided by studying this kind of policingin a divided society. In a
strategy pioneered by the affluent-worker study in Luton, which
one might call the optimal case approach, a site was chosen for the
research which was not representative but was particularly
germane to the topic of the investigation. ‘Easton’ was purposely
selected because it is in an area of Belfast where routine policing is
possible. If we are to establish how and to what extent routine
policingis affected by Northern Ireland's divisions, it would be
useless to base our research where there is only militarised
political policing, for it is necessary to explore the extent to which
policing in so-called 'soft' areas is contaminated by wider societal
divisions. Given the nature of crime in 'Easton’, the problems
Northern Ireland's divisions create for routine policing are as well
studied there as anywhere else . . .The social structure of the
district of ‘Easton’ is worth noting.

objectiveand knowable 'real' world that can be accurately described) under-
mines the traditional criteria to evaluate ethnographic data since they are
based on redlist’ assumptions. Hence the crisisaf legitimation.

It is over the issue of legitimation and the criteria left to evaluate ethno-
graphic data that postmodern, reflexive ethnographers divide. Less extreme
postmodern, reflexive ethnographers accept that some criteria need to be
applied or ethnographic data cannot be vouched for and evaluated. We
would then bein a state of utter relativism, the epitome of the postmodern
dissolution into nothingness. We would al be ethnographers then - at least
we could not distinguish between good and bad ethnography - and prac-
titioners could properly be parodied as chat show hosts or hack journalists,
for the criteriato distinguish lay and professional ethnography, or good and
bad ethnographic research, would be unknown or uncertain. This is pre-
cisadly what extreme postmodernist ethnographers claim, but ethnographers
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like Hammerdley (1990) have outlined new criteria, validated by a method-
ology he cals'subtle realism'. Altheideand Johnson (1998) have done like-
wisefor a position they call ‘analytical redism’, and | have outlined a set of

guidelines emerging from the postmodern, reflexive critique of ethnography

to strengthen rather than undermine ethnographic practice (Brewer 1994).
The rupture of postmodernism isthus lessened to a considerable degree (see
aso Lincoln and Guba 1985, for a discussion of new criteria to assess 'nat-

uralistic' research by; for a review of what he calls ‘criteriology’, see Sedle
1999: 32-52). This type of ethnography constitutes a kind of post post-

modern kind.

Post postmodern ethnography

Thetype o ethnography that embracesthe anti-realist critique of ethnogra-
phy but reflects only the representational concerns of postmodernism is
reflexive and only loosely postmodern. Thisis clear from the response anti-
realist ethnographers have made to their own complaints. Whether it be
‘subtle redlism', 'analytical realism' or my own guidelines for the ‘ethno-
graphic imagination', this kind of anti-realist ethnography advocates the
possibility and desirability of systematic ethnography. The criticisms of
naiverealismstill fall short of postmodernism's abandonment of the idea of
rigorous, disciplined and systematic research practice. Thus, post post-
modern ethnography remains rooted in weaker versionsof realism (for an
examplein cultural studies see Jenks and Neves 2000).

Subtlerealism

Martyn Hammerdey's (1990: 61, 73ff; 1992) account of subtle realism
makes it clear that he believes in independent truth claims which can be
judged by their correspondence to an independent redity. No knowledgeis
certain, but there are phenomenathat exist independent of us as researchers
or readers, and knowledge claims about them can be judged 'reasonably
accurately' in terms of their likely' truth (Hammersley 1990: 61). It shares
with naive realism the idea that research investigatesindependently know-
able phenomena but breaks with it in denying that we have direct accessto
these phenomena. It shares with anti-realism a recognition that al know-
ledge is based on assumptions and human constructions, but rejects the
notion that we have to abandon the idea of truth itsef (Hammersley 1992:
52).If theideadf truth itsdf is not abandoned, what need to changeare the
criteria by which we judge truth claims. Gone should be naive realist
notions, and in their place should be a new construct of validity, as well as
other criteria within subtle realism, such as relevance.

Vdidity is understood by Hammersley (1990: 61-106) to describe three
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processes that extend beyond mere ‘accuracy: plausibility (whether any
truth claim is likely to be true given our existing knowledge); credibility
(whether any truth claim is likely to be accurate given the nature of the
phenomenon, the circumstancesof the research and thecharacteristicsof the
researcher); and evidence tests (where truth claims are not immediately
plausibleor credible, the evidenceto substantiate them will need to betested
for its plausibility and credibility). Thisisaweak basisfor evaluating ethno-
graphic datacompared to the idea that we can assessclaimsdirectly by their
correspondence to 'reality’, but this weakness must be accepted given that
postmodernism makesit impossibleto envisage any direct correspondence.
Ye assessment of ethnographic datais not by their validity aone, for valid-
ity is joined by relevance (seeHammersley 1990: 64-70, 107-17).
Ethnographic findings must be not only valid but also relevant to issuesof
public concern. All 'thick descriptions should be for some purpose beyond
simply 'telling it likeit is, and the descriptionscan be evaluated against this
agenda. As Sede (1999:12) notes, thisisalessdramatic versionof theclaim
by extreme postmodernists that the quality of research should now be
judged only by its political effects (aclaim made, for example, by Lincoln
and Denzin 1994). Ethnographic research could be judged on whether and
how well it resolvessomesocial problem, or achievesemancipation for some
oppressed group (such as women) or release from some constraining situ-
ation or setting (such as discrimination experienced by ethnic minorities).
Many feminist ethnographers are particularly concernedto ensure that their
practice ends up with the emancipation of women rather than the produc-
tion of valid knowledge for its own sake (Miles 1983; Harding 1987;
Williams 1990). Such praxis echoes that of Marxist and critical realist eth-
nographers. Hammerdley (1990: 107) defines two aspects of public
relevance: theimportance of thetopic intermsof publicissues, and the con-
tributions of the findingsto existing knowledge. Again this ensuresthat the
relevanceof ethnographic datais uncertain - reflectingthe uncertainty of the
post-modern moment — because there will be disagreement on these two
dimensions, but this does not stop reasonable judgements being made.

Analytical reaism

Altheideand Johnson (1998: 291-4) arguethat analytical realismis based on
theview that the social world isan interpreted world, not aliteral one, dways
under symbolic construction and reconstruction by people and by the eth-
nographerswho study them. Whilethe ethnographer's commitment is still to
obtain people's perspectives on social redity, analytical realism recognizes
that most fields have multiple perspectivesand voices, which meansthat the
ethnographer must faithfully report this multivocality and show where hisor
her voiceislocatedin relation to these. All knowledgeis perspectival (isrela-
tiveto the perspectivedf the knower), so the ethnographer's perspectivemust
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be specified as much as that of the subjects of the research. They call this
‘vaidity-as-reflexive-accounting’, and distinguish it from other forms of
validity (validity as relevance, as culture, as ideology and as language), dl
of which are inadequate as the criteria to assess ethnographic data in the
contemporary postmodern, reflexive moment. In this way, representation
and legitimation are part of the same problem and solved in the same
manner. If ethnography representsthe social world faithfully, evaluating its
data becomes unproblematic. This is what 'vaidity-as-reflexive-accounting'
achieves, placing the researcher, the topic, the subjects, the field, the sense-
making process and the written text at the heart of ethnography. Five pro-
cessesare seen ascritical for the post postmodern and reflexiveethnographer
to address (Altheideand Johnson 1998: 291-2):

¢ the relationship between what is observed (behaviour, rituals, meanings)
and the larger cultural, historical and organizational contexts within
which the observations are made;

¢ the relationship between the observed, the observer and the setting or
fidd;

¢ theissue of the perspective or point of view used to render an interpre-
tation of ethnographic data, whether the observer's or the members;

e theroledf the reader or audiencein the fina written product;

e theissue df the representational, rhetorical or authorial style used by the
ethnographer(s) to render the description or interpretation.

Anaytica realismthuscallsfor a particular kind of validity, which requires
that ethnographers substantiate their findings with a reflexive account of
themselves and the process of their research. In this way, ethnographic
research is privileged, or 'disciplined’ as Altheide and Johnson (1998: 293)
write, compared to everyday thinking and observing, allowing ethnography
to rise above the morass and meaninglessnessaf postmodern relativismand
scepticism.

Critical realism

Critical redlism is an attempt to explain the relationship of socia structure
and socia actionand isgrounded in thework of Roy Bhasker. Bhasker (1989:
3-4) explainsthat socid reality is not created by people (theerror of natural-
ism), yet the structures that pre-exist us do not occur independent of human
agency (theerror of structuralism) but are reproduced and transformed by
our action and everyday activities. Structures are 'red’; their effects can be
demonstrated in causal connectionsin the material world even if such struc-
tures cannot be perceived outside of their effects. These structures also
constrain agency. But they also simultaneously enable agency by providing
the framework within which people act, and such agency reproduces (and
occasionaly transforms) the structure it occurs within. The persistence of
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such structuresacrosstime and spacerequirestheir continual reproduction by
people in everyday activity. Critical realismis thus very similar to Giddenss
structuration theory (onwhich see Giddens1984), although it has a stronger
empirical thrust compared to Giddensss theory. Giddens has used the critical
realist ethnography of Willis, which was about young working-class school
childrenin Birmingham, to support histheoretical claimsabout structuration
(1984: 289-93), and it is possible to use ethnographic research to demon-
strate some of the claimsaf structuration theory (seeBox 2.7).

Likewise, Porter (1993, 1995) has used ethnography to explore the
dimensionsand claims of critical theory, and has appropriated critical real-
ism to defend ethnography from its postmodern critics. He presents this
critique as imposing upon aspiring ethnographers four obligations (Porter
1995: 16). These are: to make apparent the assumptions and values that
underlie the investigation; particularly to identify its methodological bass;
to make explicit the theoretical issues which the research is designed to
illuminate; and to make explicit the ontological status that social structures
are given. He contends that critical realism answers al four queries, such
that the point of ethnography is not to describesmall-scale social events but
to examine human agency in order to shed light on therelationship between
social action and social structure. The imperativefor the ethnographer isto
be reflexive; the agenda of the research is to focus upon 'generative struc-
tures through close examination of human agency. While critical realist
ethnography keepsto the use of ethnography-as-fieldwork as a data collec-
tion technique, it abandons the naive realism of naturalism as the method-
ology associated with this research practice. Understanding the actor's
viewpoint may be a necessary condition for social knowledge, Porter writes
(1995: 21), but it isnot a sufficient one; there are more than individual inter-
actions and interpretations that we need to know about. Daviess (1999)
account of critical realist ethnography also attacks naturalism.

The ethnographic imagination

In earlier work, | have also responded to the postmodern critique of ethnog-
raphy (Brewer 1994}, arguing that it does not rule out the possibility of sys-
tematic and rigorous practice but instead can be used to develop a set of
guidelines for good ethnographic practice in this reflexive, postmodern
moment. Ethnographers need to be mindful of an important requirement if
their data are to be recognized as having authority. No matter how good
their practice, and irrespective of their reflexivity, ethnographers need to
deploy, and encourage readers to adopt, what | call the ‘ethnographic
imagination'. Atkinson (1990)uses the sameterm to describethe artful and
creative rhetorical abilities of writers of ethnographic texts, but here it is
used to describe the imaginativeleap necessary to recognize the authority of
ethnographic data. This is not suggested as a means to ensure that readers



52 Ethnography

Box 2.7

Extract from J. D. Brewer, Micro-sociology and the 'duality of structure':
former fascists 'doing' life history, in N. Fielding (ed.) Actions and Structure
(London: Sage, 1988), pp. 152-6.

[E]x-Fascists are aware of the modern connotations of their
membership.In asking the former Fascists to look back on their
membership and the reasons lying behind it, they were forced to
confront these typifications. In this way they became concernedto
present themselves as rational beings in face of the irrationality
common-sensically associated with their membership and support.
This was achieved through the notion of crisis: they presented their
personal biography as involving a tremendous crisis which made their
membership of the BUF [British Union of Fascists] a rational
pragmatic act. The connection between their support for the BUF
and the perception of a crisis was mentioned by all respondents. The
respondents’ emphasis on crisis presents Fascism as the last chance,
the only means of hope for themselves and for Britain. As
knowledgeable agents the former Fascists were able to monitor
reflexively their actions across time-space, to monitor reflexively the
unintended consequences of past conduct by Fascists and monitor
how this past agency had become transformed and reproducedinto a
series of pejorative common-sense typifications and idealisations
[about Fascists]. The common-sense typifications of Fascists as
killers', 'mad, ‘irrational' and so on, represent the objectification of
the past human agency of Fascists, and they become embodied as
rules, recipes, formulae and institutional practices for the behaviour
towards and assessment of Fascists. This objectification reflects and
reinforces the typifications. This objectification of past agency into a
series of pejorative typifications constitutes a constraint upon Fascists
when they accomplish life history. They are forced to confront and
challenge them. This was achieved through the notion of crisis. But
simultaneously the constraints embedded in this objectification are a
medium through which the accomplishment of the life history is
organised. The constraints became an enablement because they
provided the experiences which the former Fascists had to confront
and were the principle by which the life history is organised as a
practical achievement. This accomplishment of life history leads to
structuration over time-space. By transformingthe common sense
typifications of Fascists into the theme of crisis, the former members
of the BUF reproducedthe very characteristics of the wider common
sense world they drew on in their accomplishment, reproducingthe
view that Fascists really are 'mad, ‘crazy' and ‘irrational’.




Ethnography as method and methodology 53

overlook bad practice or weaknessesin data, or that they make allowances

for thiskind of research which they would not otherwise. Instead, it isacall

to opennessin peopl€'s attitudes towards ethnographic data, in which their

validity, usefulnessand import is not immediately dismissed out of hand.
The ethnographic imagination has three dimensions:

e The bdief that fragments of recorded talk, extracts from field notes and
reports of observed actions can reliably represent a social world which
cannot be completely described in the restricted spatial confines of an
ethnographic text, as long as the ethnographer has been reflexive and
thereby established his or her integrity and the authority of the data.

e The bdigf that small-scale, micro events in everyday life have at least
common features with the broader social world, such that general pro-
cesses permeate down to and are in part reproduced at the level of
peopl€e's everyday lives. Thus, microscopiceventscan illustrate features of
broader social processes, aslong as the ethnographer sets out the grounds
on which these empirical generalizations are made.

e The bdigf that people make sense of their everyday lives, and offer
descriptions and accounts thereof, involvingacomplex reasoning process,
which must be analysed if that social world is to be understood in the
round, although members' accounts should not be taken at face value.

This'ethnographic imagination' is predicated on aset of guidelinesfor good
practice which are integra to it. These guidelines attempt to embody the
reflexive, postmodern moment which contemporary ethnography confronts,
yet also to go beyond postmodernism by re-establishing the groundsfor reli-
able, rigorous and systematic ethnographic practice. Thus, in doing and
writing up ethnographic research, ethnographers should:

1 Establish the wider relevance of the setting and the topic, and clearly
identify the grounds on which empirical generalizations are made, such as
by establishing the representativeness of the setting, itsgeneral features or
its function as a special case study with a broader bearing.
2 ldentify the features of the topic that they are addressingin the study and
those left unresearched, and discusswhy thesechoices have been made and
what implicationsfollow from these decisionsfor the researchfindings.
3 ldentify the theoretical framework they are operating within, and the
broader values and commitments (political, religious, theoretical and so
on) they bring to their work.
4 Establish their integrity as researcher and author, by outlining:
¢ the grounds on which knowledge claims are being justified (length of
fieldwork, the special access negotiated, discussing the extent of the
trust and rapport devel oped with the respondents and so on);

o their background and experiencesin the setting and topic;

¢ their experiencesduring all stages of the research, especially mention-
ing the constraints imposed therein;
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¢ the strengths and weaknessesdf their research design and strategy.

5 Establish the authority of the data by:

e discussing the problemsthat arose during all stages of the research;

e outlining the grounds on which they developed the categorization
system used to interpret the data, identifyingclearly whether thisis an
indigenous one used by respondents themselves or an analyst-
constructed one, and, if the latter, the grounds which support this;

e discussing rival explanations and alternative ways of organizing the
data;

e providing sufficient data extractsin the text to allow readersto evalu-
ate the inferences drawn from them and the interpretations made of
them;

¢ discussing power relations within the research, between researcher(s)
and subjects and within the research team, in order to establish the
effectsof class, gender, race and religion on the practice and writing up
of the research.

6 Show the complexity of the data, avoiding the suggestion that there is a
simplefit between the social world under scrutiny and the ethnographic
representation of it, by:
¢ discussing negative cases which fall outside the general patterns and

categories employed to structure the ethnographic description, which
often serveto exemplify and support positive cases;

e showing the multipleand often contradictory descriptions proffered by
the respondents themselves,

¢ stressing the contextual nature of respondents accounts and descrip-
tions, and identifying the features which help to structure them.

Conclusion

Until very recently, ethnography was conceived of as both a method (data
collection technique) and a methodology (atheoretical and philosophical
framework). The philosophy of social research suggests that the two were
interlocked, with methodological preferences predicting the employment of
the method. For along time, ethnographers saw thisinterpolation of method
and methodology as unproblematic; they were fooling themselves. The
ethnographic method became narrowly associated in the social scienceswith
one methodological stance (naturalism or naive realism), within which it
was treated as a privileged technique, superior to all others. Its weaknesses
as amethod were thus overlooked by proponentsof the methodology or set
asideamid exaggerated claimsfor its utility. Thiswas particularly associated
with ‘humanistic ethnography’. Conversely, opponentsaf naturalism within
the natural science model of social research dismissed the method more or
lessout of hand. If they accorded ethnography aroleat al, it was merely as
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asensitizingtool for collectingthe preliminary data necessary to pursue the
topic quantitatively. 'Positivist-scientific ethnography' sought to accommo-
date itsalf to complaint and developed what it thought was objectivescien-
tific practice in ethnography. But ethnography has been challenged more
effectively recently by ethnographers who are reflecting the anti-realism of
this postmodern moment. They established a kind of 'postmodern, reflexive
ethnography’, which abandoned both the claim that 'reality’ could be accu-
rately represented ethnographically and the criteria by which ethnography's
truth claims could be assessed. However, 'post postmodern ethnography"
rescues it from the complete relativism and scepticism of postmodernism
and seeksto ground good practice of the method in a surer methodological
foundation than naturalism. They find this in a combination of naturalist-
like realism and postmodernism, expressed differently as 'subtle realism,
‘analytical realism', ‘critical realism' or the 'ethnographic imagination'. All
versionsof post postmodern ethnography outline criteria for good practice
in order to distinguish systematic ethnography from lay persons obser-
vation. It isto the question of good practice that we now turn.

Suggested further reading

For accounts of the contested terrain in ethnography see
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Sede C. (1999)The Quality of Quditative Research. London: Sege



3 ) The research process in
ethnography

Introduction

The argument so far isthat ethnography is a styleof research that lays down
the procedural rulesfor how to study peoplein naturally occurringsettingsor
fields by means that capture their social meanings and ordinary activities.
Whilethese procedural rulesor methods are rooted in different methodol ogi-
cal frameworks, differencesin methodol ogy do not alter the basic practice of
ethnography as a method. What differs between these methodological pos-
itionsisthe status of ethnography's representationso the fidd and the legiti-
macy of the criteria to evaluate them, not the practice of the method. Most
ethnographers il adhere to some form o realism and do not dissolve the
practice into the methodological equivalent of postmodernism's ‘anything
goes, although aconsequenceof the postmodern critiqueisthat practitioners
aso need to incorporate reflexivity into their good practice.

Inturningto the nature of thisgood practice, thefirst point to stressisthat
ethnography cannot be broken into a series of hermetic stages but should
properly be seen as a process. The 'research process is merely the series of
actions that produce the end result of the study, and in ethnography it con-
gtitutes the seriesof actionsfor producing a naturalistic study of some aspect
of social behaviour and meaning. The actions that comprisethis process are
coordinated and planned, but they are blended together imaginatively,
flexibly, often in an ad »oc manner as they best achieve the end result. As
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Pawson (1999: 32) reminds us, there is always a difference in any type o
research between the ideal and the real, and the unexpected twistsand turns
in ethnographic research, which happen asa result o dealingwith peoplein
their naturalistic environment, prevent ethnography being a neat series of
sequential stages. It is better envisaged as a series of actions that are coordi-
nated in aflexiblemanner. Another point to stressisthat the research process
in ethnography requires careful research design. This chapter is organized
around the question of research design. It outlines some of the issues this
involves in ethnography, such as selecting from the various data collection
techniquesthat can be used, the use of triangulation and multiple methods,
the merits of case studiesand their potential for making generalizationsand
the dimensionsinvolved in good practicein the research process, from nego-
tiating accessand trust to the handling of gender in the field.

Research design in ethnography

In an influential book entitled Social Research Design, which appeared in a
prestigious series on social research in the Longman series of books on
'‘Aspects of Sociology', the authors implied in their Foreword that research
design was only associated with quantitative research (Krausz and Miller
1974). Research design reflected the desire 'to achieve greater accuracy in
the measurement of social and behavioural phenomena, and an attempt to
strengthen the social sciences by means of objective research' (Krausz and
Miller 1974 ix). 'This does not mean that the social scientist must become
adtatistician', they went on to write, 'but it does mean that he should under-
stand statistical concepts and be numerate.' Any criticism of this quantita-
tiveview of research design, they wrote, camefrom 'ideol ogists who see the
study of human behaviour as afertileground for the propagation of certain
political viewpoints, and from an 'extreme anti-sciencestance which would
in the end destroy the social sciences (p. 1).Social research design, in other
words, was a matter only for the natural science model of social research;
everythingelseamounted to ‘purely subjective sourcesdf evidence. Theidea
that ethnographic research could be carefully designed was fanciful, or at
least did not rate any mention. However, it isworth noting that their views
werewritten in the early 1970s when there were equally fanciful statements
from some qualitative researchers who wanted to ‘abandon method' itself
(thetitle of a book at this time; see Philips 1973) or to abandon rigour and
simply ‘hang out’, 'go with the flow' and 'do your own thing', which Ernest
Gellner (1975) parodied as the 'Californian way of subjectivity'. Research
design, however, is as critical for ethnographers - of whatever type - as
empirical and quantitative researchers.

Research design isthe strategic plan of the project that setsout the broad
structure of the research. It is a necessary requirement for all research of
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whatever style. This does not mean that al possibilities of flexibility and
impromptu decision-makingin the future are ruled out, although in highly
standardized guantitative research projectsit means precisely that. But even
in gqualitative research, where later flexible amendments to the design are
possible (andone of thevirtuesof qualitative researchisthat it permitsthese
unanticipated changes of plan as problems arise or unexpected patterns
emerge), careful design beforehand is still essential. Ethnographic research
designis a plan that includesthe following considerations:

¢ the outline and features of the topic or topics addressed in the work,
including the aims and objectives of the research;

e the choice of research site or ‘field' and the forms of sampling employed
to select the fidd and the informants;

¢ the resources available for the research, including money and time, and
the affectsresourcesare likely to have on the research;

¢ the sampling of the time and the eventsto be experiencedin the field;

¢ the method or methods of data collection, including prior commitments
to the use of multiple methods;

¢ negotiating accessto thefield, including'gatekeepers, and the negotiation
of trust when in thefidld;

¢ the nature of the fieldworker role(s) that will be adopted when in thefield
and when interacting with informants;

¢ theform of analysisto be used, particularly whether qualitative computer
packagesare to be employed;

« withdrawal from the fiedd and the form(s) of dissemination that will be
used to report the results.

It is often worth committing this design to paper (or disk),so that the plan
developsa structure in the researcher's mind and can exist as an independent
record for others (postgraduate supervisors and examiners, sponsorsand fun-
ders, colleagues, policy-makers or lay readers of a text). The flexibility of
ethnography permitslast minute adaptations to any design if needs must, and
thisis no major catastrophe should it happen (unlikein quantitative research
designs), but planning beforehand is essentia for practical and intellectua
reasons. This is not inconsistent with the ethnographic thrust to discover
social meaningsand understand socia behaviour from people's own perspec-
tives. The sectionsthat follow in this chapter addresssomed the aboveissues,
athough the order in which they appear does not suggest any sequential
structure to formulating a research design or any priority in research terms.

Data collection techniques

A central feature of any research design is the formulation of the topic and
the choice of methods to pursue it. Topic and method often go together



The research process in ethnography 59

within ethnography and it is easy to see why. Ethnography is not a particu-
lar method of data collection but a style of research that is distinguished by
its objectives, which are to understand the social meaningsand activitiesof
peoplein a given ‘field' or setting, and an approach, which involves close
association with, and often participation in, this setting. To access social
meanings, observe behaviour and work closely with informants severa
methods of data collection are relevant, such as participant observation, in-
depth interviewing, the use of personal documents and discourse anaysesof
natural language. Since ethnographic research always comprises some
combination of these, 'triangulation’, as Denzin (1970)first termed the use
of multiple methods in order to extend the range of data, isroutinely afea-
ture of ethnography.

Participant observation

Observation isfundamental to many activities, from army kit inspectionsto
air traffic control, so one needsto distinguish between observation done to
accomplish everyday life activitiesand that done to understand them. Here
again, observation is an inherent part of many types of research; people
observe the behaviour of rats in mazes and chemicalsin test tubes. Socia
research involves observation of peoplein their natural social environment.
Here again, there is unobtrusive observation - done by old ladies from
behind net curtains and by some social researchersfrom behind a two-way
mirror —where observersdo not participate in the sceneor interact with the
informants. Participant observation reguires such involvement. Participant
observation is perhaps the data coll ection technique most closely associated
with ethnography from its originsin classical British anthropology and the
Chicago Schoal in sociology. It involvesdata gathering by means of partici-
pation in the daily life of informants in their natural setting: watching,
observing and talking to them in order to discover their interpretations,
social meaningsand activities.

The intent behind this close involvement and association is to generate
data through watching and listening to what people naturally do and say,
but also to add the dimension of personally experiencing and sharing the
same everyday life as those under study. The researcher's own attitude
changes, fears and anxieties, and social meanings when engaging in and
living with the peoplein the fidd form part of the data. Data are thus not
external stimuli unaffected by the intervention of participant observers, for
their autobiographical experiencesin the field are a central part of under-
standing it. This reinforces Burgesss (1982: 45) view that the main instru-
ment of data collection in participant observation is the researcher. Thus
researcherswho become participant observers haveto develop certain per-
sonal qualities. The primary oneisto maintain the balance between 'insider’
and 'outsider’ status; to identify with the people under study and get close
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to them, but maintaining a professional distance which permits adequate
observation and data collection. It isafine balance. 'Going native' isacon-
stant danger, wherein observers lose their critical faculties and become an
ordinary member of thefield; while remaining an ‘outsider’, cold and distant
from peoplein thefield, with professional identity preservedand no rapport,
negates the method. A proper balancein the participant observer's dual role
as part insider and part outsider givesthem the opportunity to beinside and
outside the setting, to be simultaneously member and non-member, and to
participate while also reflecting critically on what is observed and gathered
while doing so. Burgess (1982: 45) identifies other personal abilities: to be
able to share in the lives and activitiesof other people; to learn their lan-
guage and meanings, to remember actions and speech; and to interact with
arange of individualsin different social situations.

There are two ways in which participant observation is used in the socia
sciences. to understand the world asit is seen by those acting within it; and
to reved the taken-for-granted, common-sense nature o that everyday
world itself. Theformer isthe traditional usagein the social sciences, where
social groups or specificfieldsare studied from the'inside’. But the develop-
ment in the 1960s of ethnomethodology in sociology and some new forms
of interactionism led to an interest in the common-sense methods and pro-
cedures by which routine activitiesare accomplished, such as, among many
things, the organization of conversation (which has become known as
‘conversation analysis), decision making in organizational settings, even
walking (Wolff 1973) and deeping (Schwartz1973). In the second case, par-
ticipant observation was used to explore the routine grounds of everyday
activities(for details of this research see Garfinkel 1967) of which everyone
was capable. Professional social scientists and lay people were both eth-
nographers in ethnomethodology's sense, for each discovered common-
sense knowledgeof social structures, theformer as part of their professional
activity, the latter in order to manage their practical everyday affairs.

Another important distinction follows on from the above. In some cases
such usage involves researchers participating in a field with which they are
unfamiliar, sometimesin settingsof which they are already a part. So differ-
ent are the requirementsand problemsof using participant observation when
the setting or field iseither known or unknown that it isimportant to distin-
guish between "participant observation', which involves the acquisition of a
new role, and 'observant participation’, which involvesthe utilization of an
exigting role, to observe aspectsaf either afamiliar or unfamiliar setting (see
Figure3.1). What wethink of asclassicor traditional participant observation
isthe acquisition of a new roleto study an unfamiliar group in a strange set-
ting, such as my membership of Action Party to study former membersaof the
British Union of Fascists (see Brewer 1984a, b, 1988). But this does not
dwayscomein such a pureform, for new rolescan beadopted to study fields
withwhich oneisfamiliar but the understanding of whichisextended by the
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Pure participant observation Variation of participant observation

Acquisition of a new role to Acquisition of anew role to

research in an unfamiliar setting research a familiar setting

(e.g. Brewer 1984a). (e.g. Rosenhan 1973).

Pure observant participation Variation of observant participation

Use of an existing role to Use of an existingrole to

research a familiar setting research an unfamiliar setting

(e.g. Holdaway 1982). (e.g- Cohen and Taylor 1972).
Figure3.1

acquisition of a different role. A good example of thisis Rosenhan's study
(1973; reprinted in Bulmer 1982a). Asadoctor familiar with aspectsof medi-
cal care, he became a puesdo patient in a mental hospital in order to observe
‘insanity’ fromthe'ingde. Likewise, classic observant participation isthe use
o an existing role from which to observe familiar fields, such as Holdaway
(1982)using hisroleasa sergeant in the policeto observe police occupational
culturein hisstation. A variant of this pure form existswhen an existingrole
is utilized to explore dimensionsof a new setting or fied in which the role
naturally locatesthe observer. A good exampleis Cohen and Taylor's (1972)
use of their role as part-time teachersin prison to study prisonersand prison
life, especially prisoners adjustment to long-term sentences. The observation
can also becovert or overtin all cases, theformer being where co-participants
do not know they are the subject of research and the researchintentions are
disguised, so that the new role acquired is as a normal group member or one
relevant to the setting, and the latter being where the researchis known, and
any new roleacquiredisthat of researcher. (Theethical implicationsof covert
research are addressed below.)

Participant observation has certain requirementsin order to be successful.
Where the role is new and the fidd unfamiliar, whether the roleis overt or
covert, the observer must win acceptancein the new role, undergo an exten-
sve period of resocializationinto the practices and values of the group, give
an enormous time commitment to the field in order to experience the full
range of the events and activitiesin the setting and, where the role is covert,
show dedication, tenacity and skill in maintaining the pretence. Participant
observationisthus not easy or quick. 'Smash and grab ethnographies, where
observers breeze into the field and are quickly out again, are worthless,
athough the amount of time spent in thefield can be considerably shortened,
depending upon the nature of the role adopted and the diversity of the activi-
tiesand social meanings in the field. With observant participation there are
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no problemsaf resocialization, acceptanceor misunderstanding, sinceit isa
familiar roleand oftenin afamiliar setting, but the observer must have a suit-
able rolein which to observe where probing questions can be asked without
appearing unusual or untypical. The role must be permanent enoughto allow
intensive observation over a period of time and be sufficiently broad and
encompassing to permit access to a cross-section of events, activities and
peoplein thefield, and the observation must not impose impedimentson the
normal discharge of the responsibilities and activities of the role. While par-
ticipant observation might reduce the capacity of the researcher to get
‘indder’ status, especidly where it is overt, observant participation reduces
the capacity of the researcher to achievedistancefrom the friendships, group
ties and years of association built around the role that is being utilized for
observation purposes. Thisreturns us to the recurring themein theliterature
on participant observation, which, as Burgess (1984: 47) puts it, is 'the
relationship between the participant observer's outside role in society and
inside role in the research setting’. As Powdermaker (1966: 9) wrote: 'to
understand a strange society, the anthropologist has traditionally immersed
himsdf init, learning, asfar as possible, to think, feel, and sometimes act as
amember of itsculture and at the sametimeas atrained anthropol ogist from
another culture. Thisis the heart o the participant observation method -
involvement and detachment.'

It isimportant not to claim more than the evidence will support. While
thisistruefor al data collection techniques, the limitsof participant obser-
vation make this especialy true. The scopeof a participant observer's obser-
vations is constrained by the physical limits of the role and location (see
Waddington 1992: 27). From an unknown universe of events, the observer
records only asmall selection; that rereading field notes evokes memoriesof
things not recorded at the time shows that selection occurs (Seale 1999:
150). The basisdf thisselectionis often non-random and influenced by var-
ious conditions, athough reflexive participant observers can indicate the
basis on which some events were recorded and others not. Lone observers
are bound to be selective because of the impossibility of taking everything
in, which is why multiple observerscan sometimes be used. Lone observers
are particularly susceptible to focusing on the abnormal, aberrant and
exceptional. There is also the problem of personal perspective. Participant
observation can only be a partial portrait of a way of life compiled from
selectiverecords, and isthus highly autobiographical, ‘the observations of a
single individual selectively recorded’ (Waddington 1992: 30). It is partial
becauseit isone person's personalized view (or severa people's personalized
views),and becauseit isa vignettewhose representativenessis unsure. How-
ever, as we shall see below, generalizations can be made if the research is
designed properly and a reflexive observer can identify the grounds on
which generalizationsare permissible. Postmodern ethnographers recognize
that the participant observer's view isaview, and a view is sometimes better



The research process in ethnography 63

than no view, and there are occasionswhen there isno alternative to a period
o participant observation, but it should never stand alone as a research
method for these sorts of reasons.

Interviewing

Some important distinctions need to be drawn before we discuss interviews
as a method of data collection in ethnography. All interviews of whatever
type use a verbal stimulus (the question) to €elicit a verbal response (the
answer) from a respondent (or set of respondents where groups are inter-
viewed by means of focus group interviews). Some of these stimuli comein
theform of 'closed questions' that shape the response, in which respondents
are asked merely to select from a set of mutually exclusive answers deter-
mined beforehand (seeBox 3.1).The stimulus can also come in the form of
‘open questions where the respondent has the latitude to respond fredy. A
questionnaire isawritten devicefor securingwritten answersto closed ques-
tions by using aform that respondentsfill in themselves, and is not atype of
interview at al, although the questionnaire form is sometimesconfused with
aformal interview schedule. An interview scheduleis a set of written ques-
tionsto beasked of respondentsin an interview; the interview itsdf isaface-
to-face encounter between researcher and respondent in which a subject
responds to the guestions posed by another. Some interview schedules are
forma documents with closed questions that the interviewer fills in on
behalf of the respondent; some merely constitute alist or guideof open ques-
tions, the answers to which are recorded on tape or by means of notes.
Highly structured interview schedules are associated with what is called
structured or formal interviews, and the looser form with unstructured
interviews. Semi-structured interviews may have some combination of the
two, with some closed questionsin the form of a structured interview sched-
ule recorded on the schedule itsdf (mostly requesting fairly factual and
unambiguous information of a socio-demographic kind), and other open
questions written beforehand as guides and recorded on tape or by notes.
The essential feature of interviewsisthat averbal stimulusis used to dicit
averbal response (whether recorded on tape or written down at the timeas
notes or on the interview schedule itself). However, the ‘answer' is rarely
itself the main object of theresearch but isusually taken asan index of some-
thing else that is unseen in the interview and that is the real purpose of the
research. Interviewscollect verbal reports of behaviour, meanings, attitudes
and feglingsthat are never directly observed in the face-to-face encounter of
the interview but that are the data the question is supposed to revedl. This
meansthat interviewingis based on two assumptions that are critical to the
technique, namely that respondents’ verbal descriptions are a reliable indi-
cator of their behaviour, meanings, attitudes and fedings, and that the
stimuli (thequestions) are areliableindicator of the subject of the research.
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Box 31

Taken from the Northern Ireland Social Attitude Survey 1994, reprinted in
R. Breen, P. Devine and L Dowds (eds) Social Attitudes in Northern Ireland:
the Fifth Report (Belfast: Appletree Press, 1996), pp. 230—1.

Q268
How would you describe yourself?
As very prejudiced against people of other religions?
A little prejudiced?
Not prejudiced at all?
Don't know
Refuse to answer

Q272

What about relations between Catholics and Protestants?
Would you say they are better than they were five years ago?
Worse?
About the same as now?
Don't know
Other
Refuse to answer

Q289
What about the Fair Employment Commission —how doesi it treat Catholics
and Protestants?
Catholics treated much better
Catholics treated a bit better
Both treated equally
Protestants treated much better
Protestants treated a bit better
It depends/can’t say
Don't know
Refuse to answer

Proponents of other formsof data collectionwhich go beyond verbal reports
to the actual behaviour and social meaningsthemselves, like unsolicited per-
sonal documents, conversation analysis and, above al, participant obser-
vation, query whether these assumptions can be made.

The extent to which the questions reflect the subject of the researchis a
technical problem of guestion setting, but it isessential that they elicit what
the researcher intends. Careful question setting goes hand in hand with pilot
testing the questions beforehand. Ambiguous questions may result in



The research process in ethnography 65

respondents interpreting the question in different ways from each other, so
that answers are not comparable, and in away that the researcher does not
intend, so that it does not reveal what the researcher thinks it does (which
meansthat it is often beneficial to seek the sameinformation in a number of
ways by asking different questions on the same thing). Ambiguousconcepts
and theoretical ideas can also be difficult to operationalize in questions
simple enough for people to understand while still reflecting what the
researcher intends. Pilot testing various formulations isimportant.

With respect to the other assumption, people sometimeslie, they can be
inconsistent by not doing that they say they do, they can seek 'sociad
approval’ and say things in interviews that are socidly accepted and
approved rather than what they actually believe, fed or do. This has the
effect of minimizing the articulation of extreme opinions and behaviour and
exaggerating the centre, and communication can be distorted by what is
known as the 'interviewer effect’. The interview is a face-to-face encounter
between people, and the socio-demographic characteristics of the people
involved can influencethe course of the interaction and the responsesgiven.
The interviewer thus createsthe reality o the interview encounter by draw-
ing the participants together and therefore producessituated understandings
that are tied to the specific interactional episode of the encounter. For
example, respondents may worry about the purpose of the research, why
they themselves have been chosen and what use the data will be put to, and
these anxietiescan affect honesty and openness. The social cuesof theinter-
viewer, in terms of gender, age, religion, ethnicity, social class, educational
background and so on, can interact with anxietieswithin the intervieweeto
distort the replies. Respondents may be reluctant to admit to something or
expressan opinion depending upon what they think about the person asking
the questions, although this reactive effect occurs in all forms of overt
research where people know they are research subjects, including partici-
pant observation.

The interviewer effect, however, can be moderated to a degree. Some
forms of unstructured interviewscan be so informal that they amost take
the form of natural conversations, and skilful interviewerscan manage and
manipulate the topic choiceto an extent that it constitutes an interview. It is
aso possibleto have one person do all theinterviewsso that respondents are
at least subject to a constant interviewer effect; to randomize the effect by
picking a random set of interviewers; to minimize the inequalities between
interviewer and respondent by matching them in socio-demographic terms;
and to institute controls and supervision to monitor the extent of the inter-
viewer effect. Reflexivity by researchersis also important to ensurethat they
are aware of the situated understandings that interview data represent and
that they convey thisto readers when writing up.

Advocates of interviewsas a data collection technique — and it is one of
the most popular techniques used in qualitative and survey research - have
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been forced to take these criticismson board. A number of different types of
interview encounter, with varying procedures, have been developed in order
to try to counteract these flaws and ensure that respondents replies are
truthful and unswayed by extraneousfactors. Interviewsare normally classi-
fied according to their degree of standardization. One solution to these diffi-
cultiesisto standardize and try to eliminate all known sources of bias. The
structured or formal type uses an interview schedule with closed questions,
with explicit instructions to interviewersabout when to prompt and what to
say in order to ensurethat the stimuli (thequestions) take the same form for
everyone. Clear guidelines exist to ensure standardization of this kind of
interview (seeBox 2.1). Since the stimulus takes the same form, differences
in the responseare assumed to bereal differencesrather than variations pro-
voked by differencesin the way questions were asked. At the other pole are
unstructured interviews. The solution here is to avoid structure so that
exploration of respondents’ meaningsis untrammelled by formality. In this
type of interview there may be some questionsworked out beforehand, or a
guide to topics that need to be addressed, but open guestions are used and
there isa relative absence df structure. Researchersgive themselvesthe lati-
tude to ask whatever they want, in the form and order they determine, and
to prompt, probe and ask supplementary questions as the occasion or
respondent warrants. It takestheform of a natural conversation that is skil-
fully guided or focused by the researcher. The rationale behind this type is
that the absence of formal structure gives greater freedom for respondents
to answer accurately and in depth. Semi-structured interviews fall in
between.

Each typeis best suited to dealing with particular kinds of research prob-
lem. The humanistic or qualitative researcher values the unstructured or
semi-structured type because it gives access to people's meaning-endowing
capacitiesand produces rich, deep data that comein the form of extracts of
natural language. Unstructured interviews require great interviewer skills;
the interviewer needs to be able to sustain and control conversation, to
know when to probe, prompt and when to listen and remain silent, and to
read the social cuesfrom respondents and know when to stop pushing aline
of questioning. They also depend upon a good relationship between inter-
viewer and respondent, especialy where the information being sought is
controversial, sensitive and emotional. This sometimes comes from prefac-
ing the interview with a period of ice-breaking but can involve more exten-
sve preparatory meetings before the interview takes place; which iswhy it
is often used in conjunction with participant observation. Non-threatening
questions are also best asked first and sensitive topics addressed only after a
rapport has been established. Positivist or quantitative researchers some-
times use the unstructured type in pilot testing as a preliminary to a more
structured type (especialy in order to determine the ‘answers from which
respondents are later asked to select in closed questions), but mostly they
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value the structured type. Thisis becauseit allows people to be interviewed
quickly over a vast geographical area using relatively untrained interviewees
(sincetheformat isworked out beforehand and the nature of theinteraction
intheinterview ispre-programmed, interview skillscan be negligible). It col-
lectsdata that can be rendered easily into numerate form and be character-
ized as'hard’ and 'objective'.

Ethnographers thus clearly tend towards the use of unstructured or in-
depth interviews, although positivist ethnography may have limited use for
structured interviews and closed questions. Burgess (1984: 102) calls this
type of interview ‘conversations with a purpose’. This highlightsits central
feature: to engagein asinformal aface-to-faceencounter as possible so that
it appearsamost like a natural conversation between peoplewith an estab-
lished relationship. It is often used in combination with participant obser-
vation and other techniquesthat access social meanings, although it can be
usedinisolation. Humanistic and positivist ethnographers alikeconsider the
unstructured, in-depth interview as an important meansto accesslife on the
'indde’ and to represent it accurately. By following various rulesfor ‘how to
do’ unstructured interviewing, they see problems as surmountable, especi-
dly by developing close relationships with the respondent beforehand and
by combining the method with observation (seeBox 3.2).

In contrast, postmodern ethnographers have looked critically at inter-
viewing (seeespecialy Douglas 1985; Krieger 1983). Sinceinterviewersare
human beingsacting in a face-to-faceencounter that forms a piece of social
interaction, they query the role played by the interviewer, whom they see as
‘creating’ or '‘producing' the data (seeFontanaand Frey 1998: 62).Interview
data are thus'situated’ and context bound to the interviewer (muchlikethe
participant observer). They are also bound to the situation in which they
were collected. Since unstructured interviewsare largely situational encoun-
ters in everyday life, the advice given in textbooks on 'how to do' inter-
viewing they see as largely irrelevant. In Douglas's (1985)account of what
he calls 'credtive interviewing', researchers using unstructured interviews
must be creative, forget 'how-to' rules and adapt themselves to the ever-
changing situations they face in interview encounters, thus allowing their
subjectsto express themselves morefredly. Thethrust of the postmodern in-
depth interview is to try to allow subjects a greater voice and to minimize
theinfluenceof the interviewer, and Krieger's (1983)'polyphonic interview-
ing and Denzin's (1989) 'interpretative interactionism' are aternative
modes of unstructured interviewing in which subjects are supposedly
alowed a greater voice, athough what they really describe is aternative
ways df presenting interview data in the text rather than differencesin the
nature of the face-to-face encounter.

'Feminist interviews are much the samein redrawing the power relation-
ship between respondent and researcher in order to get better accessto the
subject's voice. This involves a critiqgue of conventiona interviewing,
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Box 3.2

In making a case for the unstructured interview in qualitative sociology, H.
Schwartz and J. Jacobs, Qualitative Sociology (New York: Free Press, 1979),
pp. 41-2, argue:

In any kind of interviewing there is a possibility that there will be
discrepancy between what people say and what they mean. If it is
true that people do not always say what they mean or mean what
they say, then it can be argued that the researcher in a face-to-face
informal interview may be as easily deceived as the survey
researcher employing structured interviews or questionnaires. . .
The informal interviewer has a greater degree of feedback [which]
can be used as away of evaluating the status of the respondents’
accounts. In addition, the social organisation of this kind of
interview situation allows it to alter its own ongoing course [and]
the interviewer is free to alter his line of questioning accordingly

.. . Exactly how does face-to-face unstructured interviewing
provide a stronger basis for assessing the goals, intentions,
purposes and behaviour of another than structured interviewing
and/or questionnaires?The respondent, knowing his own life
history, the ins and outs of the cultural milieu of which he is a part,
and his own self-concept and practical purposes of the interview,
has an 'ethnographic context' in which he decides both what to say
to the interviewer and the precise meaning and significance of what
he is saying. Unless provision is made for it, the interviewer does
not have such an ethnographic context within which to interpret
what the respondent means. In this connection a respondent
[should] be asked a series of detailed ethnographic questions about
the main issues covered in the interview. In this way, the
interviewer may acquire this elusive 'ethnographic context' and be
better able to interpret the significance of a respondent's remarks.
Obviously it is better to be familiar with this ethnographic context
before the interview starts through some kind of prior observation
of (and participation in) the subject's life-world.

whether informal or standardized, as masculine. Conventional interviews
are masculine in the language used, the power imbalance between respon-
dent andresearcher, the exploitation of subjects for opportunistic reasons of
research and the gloss given to women's experiences and lives. Thus, stress
is laid on capturing women's narratives, stories and biographical experi-
ences by means of natural conversations in a personalized manner where
interviewer and subject are partners. Feminist-based interviews require
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openness, emotional engagement and the development of potentially long-
term relationships based on trust and emotional reciprocity. In the process
of collecting data from subjects (normally women), the researcher seeks to
empower them in their particular setting, enabling them to deal better with
the problems they experience as women. The feminist ethic of commitment
and egalitarianism contrasts markedly with the positivist ethic of detach-
ment and role distance (for aselectionof writers who arguethus see Qakley
1981; Roberts 1981; Smith 1987; Reinharz 1992). Thus, feminist inter-
viewing redefinesthe nature of the face-to-faceencounter, so that researcher
and subject become co-equals; people are not 'respondents but ‘partici-
pants, not 'objects but 'subjects. It is this that makes 'feminist methodol-
ogy' distinct (on feminist epistemol ogy see Stanley and Wise 1990; Fonow
and Cook 1992; for an account of afeministethnography seeHarvey 1994),
athough as Luff (1999) has shown, these idealstend not to work when the
subjectsof the research are powerful women hostileto feminism.

Aswell asacertain style of interviewing, feminist interviewsare also char-
acterised by a focus on certain sorts of topics, although the two things go
together. Women's lives and experiences are revealed and disclosed in their
own wordsand in their own way in an interview situation in which they are
empowered and not made to fed subordinate. This means that normally
women researchersdo feminist interviewing to avoid 'patronizing’, 'pater-
nalisticattitudes that misunderstand and misrepresent women's experiences
and to ensurethat the gender of theinterviewer affectsthe situated meanings
disclosedin the encounter in such away as better to dicit the femalesubject's
voice. Fontana and Frey (1998: 66) have aluded to the similarity between
feminist-based interviewing and humanistic models of socia research
because of the commitment to maintain the integrity of the subject's experi-
encein their own terms, and also to postmodern ethnography because of the
realizationthat therecannot bean 'objective’ interview, inthat thesex (inthis
case) of the interviewer and respondent makes a difference. But feminist
interviewing is distinguished by its heightened moral concernfor the subject,
the attempt to redress the patriarchal power strugglethrough the empower-
ment of subjectsand the discreditingof male researchersinterviewing female
subjects (the same applies to white women researchers interviewing black
women or middle-class onesinterviewing working-classwomen).

Feministinterviewingisfocused on narrativeswhich capture women's lives,
and is very similar to the life history and oral history interviews, techniques
which go back to ethnography'sorigins. Anthropologistsoften focused on the
life of one or two key individualsas informants, and life histories were used
in Thomas and Znaniecki's famous study of the Polish peasant (see Burgess
1984: 125-6), whichwas one of the early classics of the Chicago Schoal. Life
history interviewsfocus on the autobiography of a key actor becausethey are
interesting in their own right or because they are representativeof a group.
Oral history interviews (seeBox 3.3) take a backward look too, but the aim
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Box 33

Extract from J D. Brewer, The Royal Irish Constabulary: an Oral History
(Belfast: Institute of Irish Studies, 1990), pp. 14-19.

Oral history is not a subject area of history but a data collection
technique which can be applied t o any topic within the living
memory of people. It offers a view from below. By looking at events
from the vantage point of those at the bottom of society, it charts
the history of the unknown people, people who do not figure in
documents and records — the soldiers rather than generals, the
followers rather than leaders, the citizens rather than monarch...
The complaints made against oral history are several. First it is
supposedto be marginal because it is restricted to the modern
sphere. A more important criticism is the claim that it is trivial
because it ignores all those broader processes and issues which do
not penetrate people's minds and of which they are ignorant. The
implication of this is that analysts are interested only in broader
structural processes and the ordinary features of life are of little
import.. .In another sense, the criticism assumes significance only
if the method is not augmented by other data sources...The most
damning criticism levelled against oral history is that the datais
methodologically suspect. These include poor memory, systematic
evasion, untruthfulness, ex-post facto glorification or idealisations of
the past. None are unique to oral history ...This is true of all
sources that rely on people's self reports but can be overcome.
Oral historians should search for internal consistency in the
narrative, cross check details, weigh evidence, and develop an
innately critical attitude toward their data . . . Most of the supposed
weaknesses of oral sources, therefore, are not insurmountable.
There are positive qualities t o this form of data. Speechiis a less
restricted social skill than literacy and is not so affected by
advancing age. Oral history allows people the opportunity t o offer
interpretations of the past. ..t is also applicable where there is
difficulty in obtaining ready access to alarge number of people for
reasons of sensitivity, which is why the oral-history-as-life-history
approach has been used most frequently t o study deviants.

isto reconstruct the past, or versionsof the past, by means of personal his-
torical information rather than reconstructing a key person's biography (on
oral history see Thompson 1988), although the two can merge. Oral history
interviews mostly focus on groups excluded from officiad historical sources,
and are thus very popular with feminist researchers, among others.
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With respect to life histories, Fetterman (1998: 51) explained that key
actors, whether male or female, 'often provide ethnographers with rich,
detailed autobiographical descriptions. These life histories are very per-
sonal, and told by people who are sometimes not representative of any
group, but their personal story reveals much about the fabric of social life
across time. But as well as revealing the actor's autobiography and perspec-
tive, thelife history interview can be used to collect family tree data that give
an account of social changes across time, place and the generations in
numerate form (seeMiller 2000). It isimportant to seethe life histories that
peoplediscloseas situated in the present, and thus they can be subject to dis-
tortions, attentional modifications, as Schutz calls them, and memory loss.
But how an actor constructs a biographical account or life history from the
vantage point of the present can itself become the object of the research, as
it waswith Garfinkel's (1967: 116—-85) study of Agnesthe transsexual or my
study (Brewer, 1984a, b, 1988) of former fascists looking back on their
membership (seeBox 3.4).

Box 3.4

Extract from john D. Brewer, Micro-sociology and the 'dudity of structure’,
in N. Felding (ed.) Adionsand Structure: Research Methods and Sodd Theary
(London: Sege, 1988), pp. 150, 154.

Between 1973 and 1976, the author undertook a series o
interviews over several meetings with fifteen former membersd
the BUF [British Union of Fascids). The data have been usad to
explore many issues about Sr Oswad Modey's peculiar brand o
Fasciam. The interviews were partly designed to dicit the
respondents accounts of why they joined the movement. In this
respect, the former Fascigs were doing life history as an ordinary
practica accomplishment. All such biographica accountsare
retrospective and influenced by the passage d time. The life
historiesdf the former Fastigts are unusud becausethey are more
retrospective than most and more indexicdly conditioned by the
time-spacedifferences between their membershipand the
occasions of their account. The awareness among the former
Fescigs o this difference, and the change in meaning which beinga
Fastig has undergoneas a result o it, is afundamentd feature of
the accomplishment o a life history.. .To offer an account o one's
actionsis both to explicate the reasonsfor them and to supply the
normative groundswhereby they mey be judtified. This was what
the former Fascigts were doing in emphasisngthe theme d crisis
in the account of their life history.
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Personal documents

Records are kept about us by schools, doctors, tax offices, banks, hire pur-
chase companies, credit card companies, mobile phone companies, universi-
ties, various government departments, perhaps even the police and the
courts. Many of these records contain personal information, others are used
as the basis of various sorts of official statistics. All these documents and
written records provide data for the aspiring researcher. Their use carries
certain advantages. Most already exist prior to the research (however,some
researchersask informants to keep diaries during fieldwork, and even inter-
view them on the contents; see Burgess 1984: 128-30), so they are un-
solicited; the documents are normally compiled under natural conditions as
a routine part of the operation of society, so they are not contrived; they
have been compiledfor a very long time and some may provide longitudinal
data; they often exist independently of the person about whom they contain
material, so permission may not be necessary, although thisis not the case
with some data sources covered by the Data Protection Act and certain per-
sona documents; and, perhaps above all, they are non-reactivein that they
were complied without the respondents’ knowledgethat they were going to
be used for research purposes.

There are several dimensions on which it is possibleto classify types of
documents. The first is whether they are primary or secondary. Primary
documents are original setsof data compiled by the writer, like aletter, tape
recording of conversation or transcript of a court trial. Secondary docu-
ments contain data obtained at second hand from someone dsgs primary
document, like a newspaper report of a court trial, an edited transcript of
someone's letters or an edited transcript of a conversation. A second dimen-
sion is whether the documents are contemporary, compiled as a document
at the time and containing a record of data as it happens, or retrospective,
produced as a documentary record after the event. Not al historical docu-
ments are retrospective. Parish records, old manuscripts, minutes of meet-
ings and other archival material may well have been recorded at the time of
the eventsor behaviour they describe. Likewise, not al diaries, for example,
are contemporary, for they can contain recollectionsrecorded well after the
event. This dimension, therefore, does not refer to the age of the document,
but the length of time it took for the information on the document to be
recorded after it happened. The third dimension by which to classify docu-
mentsiswhether or not they are personal or officia. Personal (or'informal’)
documents are those which provide the individual's own account, like
diaries (for a study which involved informants keeping a diary see Finch
1983), letters (forareport on astudy using letters see Burgess1984: 135-7),
suicide notes (for a study using suicide notes see Jacobs 1979) and auto-
biographies (on which see Stanley 1993). Official (or 'forma") documents
are produced by a person about someone else, mostly for institutional or
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organizational purposes, like clinic records, parish records and death certifi-
cates, Hansard (theverbatim record of parliament) or the census. This gives
us a typology reflectedin Figure 3.2.

Generalizationsfrom documents are problematic if there are only afew of
them, and may be impossibleif they are personal documents pertaining to
oneindividual (unlessthat person is somehow typical or representativeof a
group), although some persona documents, such as letters or suicide notes,
can be obtained with such frequency that sampling can be undertaken and
generalizations drawn. Often, however, accessto documents depends upon
availability, and few may befound. The authenticity of the document should
be investigated (thewell known 'Hitler diaries, for example, turned out to
be a spoof), and their contents should be examined for deliberate deception
aswell asdistortion, exaggeration and misrepresentation. The dogsthat do
not bark, as followers of Sherlock Holmes will know, are important and
researchers should address the significant omissions from personal docu-
ments.

CONTEMPORARY PRIMARY CONTEMPORAW SECONDARY

Compiled by the writer at the Transcribed from primary

time sources at the time
Personal Official Personal Official
Letter. Court record. '‘Ghosted' Research using
Tape oftalk Hansard. autobiography. the census.
Suicide note. Census. Edited transcript
Minutes of of talk, letters
meeting. etc.

RETROSPECTIVE PRIMARY
Compiled by the writer after

RETROSPECTIVESECONDARY

Transcribed from primary

the event sources after the event

Personal Official Personal Official

Diary. Novels. Research using Medical

Autobiography. Historical diaries. records

Life history. archives. Biography using Parish records.

Oral history. Film archives. the subject's Newspaper
autobiography. reports.

Figure 3.2
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Studiesd natural language

Languageis ubiquitous, but mostly studied for the content of the talk. An
area of study called 'pragmatics’ or ‘discourse analysis examinesthe struc-
ture of thetalk itself. Sometimeslanguageis studied in thisway becausethe
organization of talk isitself the topic, but often becauseit revealssomething
about the social situation in which the talk takes place. In thislatter regard,
studies of natural language are a data collection technique (as argued by
Wooffitt 1993). Pragmatics studies natural language in naturally occurring
settings, and it is relevant as a data collection technique for three reasons:
language is aform of social interaction; it presupposes shared knowledge;
and isinseparable from its social setting. Data can be collected on all these
things. Languageand setting are so closely tied, for example, that it issome-
times possible to reconstruct from a fragment of conversation the whole
social world that produced it. The single word 'nagging’, for example, con-
juresawhole universe o gender relations and social stereotypes.

Threetypesof discourseanalysisare relevant to the study of social behav-
iour. Thefirst istheanalysisd thediscretediscoursestylesthat relateto par-
ticular social settings, or what Goffman (1981)calls'forms of talk', such as
the types of discourse associated with, sy, teaching, the court room, and
radio announcing. The second iswhat Hymes (1962)callsthe ‘ethnography
of communication’, where the analysis is devoted to the functions of lan-
guage in particular settings, such as the function of humour in drawing
moral boundaries (Davies1982), doctor—patient communication in estab-
lishing professional distance or what Emmison (1988) calls 'defeat talk'
among sports people, by which they adjust to defeat without losing faith in
their ability. The third is known as '‘conversation analysis, associated with
Harvey Sacks and ethnomethodology, which explores how conversations
are organized and structured into the turn-taking format (for a program-
matic statement of this in the context of research methods see Heritage
1997; ten Have 1998). A great deal of the early work in this field concen-
trated on explicating the organization of conversation as a form of social
interaction and the common-sense procedures and devices which structured
it. With this clearly understood, conversation analysis has been employed
morerecently asaform of datacollectionto study an array of social settings
and behaviours, including stigma among adults with learning difficulties
(Yearley and Brewer 1989; Brewer et al. 1991), politeness (Brown and
Levinson 1987), gender differences (Zimmermanand West 1975) and court
room behaviour (Atkinsonand Drew 1979; areview of somedf thisresearch
can be found in Boden and Zimmerman 1991).

Vignettes

Inthe context of datacollection, avignetteisatechniquethat involveshypo-
thetical or real scenarios being put to respondentsfor their comments. Finch
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(1987)identified their usein the context of survey research, wherethey were
used as short stories featuring social circumstancesor scenarios that inter-
viewees were asked to respond to. They are more commonly used in quali-
tative research (Hughes 1998; Barter and Renold 1999). In qualitative
research, respondents are usually asked to respond to a particular situation
- real or hypothetical — by stating how they would respond, what they
would do or how they imagineathird party behaving. The vignettes offered
for response invariably involve some moral or ethical dilemma. It isthus
often used to explore sensitive topics, like drug injecting and HIV risk
(Hughes 1998) or sexual and physical abuse of the elderly (Rahman, 1996),
or with senditive groups like children, among which it has been used to
explore the effects of divorce and sexual abuse (for a review see Hill 1997).

In outlining its possible usagesin qualitative research, Barter and Renold
(1999) suggested that it could be used as an ice-breaker at the beginning of
an interview or aclosureat theend, and as part of a multi-method approach
to enhance existing methods (for an example with relation to child abuse see
MacAuley 1996) or to generate data untapped by other methods. They give
the following advice. The storiesin the vignettesmust appear plausibleand
real, should not depict eccentric and extraordinary events, should refer in
some way to the respondent's persona experience and should describe
eventsand circumstancesthey can understand.

Triangulation

Ethnography-understood-as-fieldwork may include observational work
dongside informal (and occasionally formal) interviews, life histories and
personal documents. Rarely is one data collection technique used without
others, and while al can be used outside the context of ethnography, what
marks their deployment in ethnography is the development of ‘relationships
between the researcher and those researched' (Burgess1984: 5) in which
there is close involvement in the setting, and sometimes direct participation
in the activitiesunder study. The use of multiplemethods, or triangulation, is
aroutine injunction to researchers(Denzin1970), yet ethnography doesthis
as a matter of routine. Denzin argued that triangulation should involve not
just multiple methods (data triangulation), but also multiple investigators
(investigator triangulation) and multiple methodological and theoretical
frameworks (theoretical and methodol ogical triangul ation). Combined oper-
ations like this are feasiblein ethnography, and one of the central features of
ethnography isthe rangeof data collected from different sources.
Triangulation was traditionally associated with humanist, positivist and
post postmodern notions of ethnography as a procedure for improving the
correspondence between the analysis and the 'redlity’ it sought to represent
faithfully. Silverman (1993) doubts whether it has relevance to postmodern
ethnographers who have lost the ambition to represent accurately the socia
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world. But even in this type of ethnography, practitioners recognize that al
methods impose perspectiveson reality by the type of datathat they collect,
and each tendsto reveal somethingdlightly different about the samesymbolic
'redity’. Thus, data triangulation is essential in thistypedf ethnography, not
asaform of validity (whichis seen by them as a spurious 'scientific’ notion)
but as an alternative to validation (Denzinand Lincoln 1998: 4). Hence
Denzinand Lincoln's (1998: 3-4) remark that ethnographers, likequalitative
researchersgenerally, are bricoleurs, or jacks-of-all-trades, professional do-it-
yoursdlf people who collect data from all sourcesand in al ways as best fits
the purpose. This 'methodological pragmatism’ (Burgess 1982: 163) or
‘kitchen sink' approach to data (Miller1997: 24) isrecommendedin al types
of ethnography, however, ensuring a more rounded picture of the one sym-
balic reality because various sourcesof data are used to exploreit.

Case studies and generalizations

Two other closely related features of research design are the selection of the
caseor casesto bestudied and planning for the possibility of generalizations
from theresearch. In hiscritique of ethnography, Hammersley (1992: 183ff)
rightly reminds us that there is nothing intrinsic to 'case studies that makes
them qualitative and ethnographic. A 'case as such can be defined as any
phenomenon located in time and space about which data are collected and
analysed (Hammersley,1992: 184), and can comprise single individuals or
agroup, particular eventsor situations, a specific organization, social insti-
tution, neighbourhood, national society or global process. Case studies can
address the micro situation of a single person in everyday life or the macro
situation of a nation state in the global world. Case studies are defined by
the focus on the instance of the phenomenon, not by the method used to
study it. As Robert Stake remarked, ‘case study is not a methodological
choice but a choice of object to be studied' (Stake1998: 86). There is no
necessary association between 'the case study approach’ and data collection
via ethnography, participant observation or qualitative methods generally,
nor any natural link with the objectiveto explore peopl€s social meanings
and reality-constituting processes. Some case studies can be quantitative and
highly statistical.

Nor doesit follow that case studies focus on the particular at the expense
o the general. Generdizability of the findingsis possible with a case study,
athough attention needsto be given to the grounds on which generalizations
aremade. Stake (1998: 88-9) identifiedthreedifferent typesdf casestudy. The
intrinsic case is the study of one particular instance (or perhaps the only
instance) of the phenomenon because it is interesting in its own right; the
instrumental caseisstudied because it facilitates understanding of something
dse, whether it be a theoretical debate or a socia problem; and the collective
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case studies severd instancesof the same phenomenon to identify common
characteristics.Collectivecases permit empirical generalizations,whileinstru-
mental ones permit theoretical inference (among other things), both of which
Hamrnerdey (1992: 86) identifies asforms of generalization.

While not al case studies are qualitative, all ethnographic research
involvescase study. Ethnographic case study is distinguished by exploration
o the case or cases as they present themselves naturally in the fidd and by
the researcher's direct involvement and participation in them. It shares the
weaknesses of all case study, namely the problems associated with small
sample size and concerns over the feasibility of studying the general by
means of the particular. These weaknesses are related. By studying small
samples, it is said, ethnographers produce findings that cannot be general-
ized. Ethnographers responded to this criticism by arguing that their trade-
off merely reversed that of survey researchers, wheredepth wassacrificedfor
breadth. Collecting very detailed, 'rich’ and 'degp’ data is time consuming
and demanding, and ethnographers are not able to devote themselves to
more than one or two fields, and although this may involve many cases
depending upon the number that naturally present themselvesin the fied,
the restriction to only one or two fields can also limit generaizations. It is
essential not to exaggeratethe generalizability of findingsobtained from one
or two fidds, as Fielding (1993: 169) warned, but this does not mean that
generaizationsfrom ethnographic research are impossible.

As Dey (1993: 261; also Hammerdey 1992: 86) explains, generalization
involvestheoretical inferencefrom data to develop conceptsand connections,
and empirical application of the data to a wider population. In the first
instancewe infer a genera statement about the data; in the second we apply
that statement beyond the data on which it is based. Because it involves a
limited number of cases, or just a single case, in a restricted fidld or setting,
ethnographic researchis better at making theoretical inferencesthan at apply-
ing them to a wider population; but this is ill a form of generalization
(ethnography and theory building are discussed in Chapter 5). However,
empirical generalizations to a wider population are feasible, despite the
limited number of cases, if the cases permit comparisons and have been
sdected by a sampling procedure. The comparative method is normally
associated with multivariate statistical techniques to study socia processes
across nation states, but thisvariable-orientedform of comparativemethod is
only one type. The other is case-oriented comparisons (see Ragin 1987),
which involves holistic comparison of cases. There are two waysthiscan be
done (seeFinch 1986). Fird, it is possibleto design the individual project in
the mould of similar onesin different fieldsso that comparisonscan be made
across them (seeBox 3.5) and a body of cumulative knowledge can be built
up that islongitudinal, historical and comparative. The second isto design the
project asaseriesof parallel ethnographic studieswith different casesor with
the same case in different fields (see Box 3.6), perhaps even using multiple
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Box 35

Extract from J. D. Brewer, Inside the RUC: Routine Palicingin a Divided Society
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1991), with K. Magee, p. 31.

Our project was deliberately designed to follow the pattern of
ethnographic studies of routine policing, so a to add to this
tradition the dimension provided of studyingthis kind of policingin
a divided society. In a strategy pioneered by the affluent-worker
study in Luton [Goldthorpe et al. 1968], which one might call the
optimal-case approach, a site was chosen for the research [which]
was particularly germaneto the topic [because] routine policingis
possible as a result of the virtual absence of political violence in the
locale. If we are to establish how and to what extent routine
policingis affected by Northern Ireland's divisions, it would be
useless to base our research where there is only militarised
political policing.

Box 36

Extract from J. D. Brewer, B Lockhart and P. Rodgers, Crime in Ireland
1945-95 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1997), pp. 123, 127.

The rationale behind the ethnographic study of crime in Belfast is
to use the benefits of the ethnographic method to supplement the
quantitative approach to crime trends. The data are drawn from
two closely matched police sub-divisions in Belfast, Castlereagh in
East Belfast and Woodburn in West Belfast, the former largely
Protestantand the latter largely Catholic, thus reproducingthe
city’s communal divide . ..To aid comparison, it was important to
select closely matching sub-divisions, and ones which provided a
cross-section of social classes and housing styles. While the sub-
divisions largely reflect Belfast's 'religious geography', each contain
pockets where members of the other religious community live. In
fieldwork we made sure that we covered organisations in these
enclaves.

researchers. In Miller's (1997)ethnographic study of the effects of modernity
on Trinidadians, he selected one case study area that was typical of these
social changes, and within that concentrated onfour differentcommunitiesor
fieldwork siteswith theintention of making some broad generalizationsabout
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the way modernity is experienced ethnographically by people. As another
example, Willis’s (1977) remarks about class and cultural reproduction in
capitalist society were based on how working-classkids'learnt to labour' and
thus ended up in the same kinds of jobs as their parents (an ethnography
enthusiastically appropriated by Giddens as an illustration of structuration
theory; see Giddens1984: 289-309). It was based on fieldwork in one poor
district of Birmingham but within this field involved systematic comparison
between six different cases and fieldwork sites (seeWillis 1977: 4-7).

The key to making empirical generalizations from case-oriented com-
parisons is effective sampling of cases. Sampling is traditionally associated
with guantitative research, but it is important to qualitative research as
well. To sample means to select the case or cases for study from the basic
unit of study where it isimpossible to cover all instances of that unit. In
some rare examples, where the unit is small or unusual, it is possible to
include a universal study of the unit, but mostly it is impossible to have
complete coverage. In these circumstances, a sample is drawn from the uni-
verse of units. In quantitative research, a distinction is made between
probability and non-probability sampling. In the former, each instance of
the unit has the same probability of being included in the sample; in the
latter, there is no way of estimating this probability, nor even any certainty
that every instance has some chance. Thisis relevant to sampling in ethno-
graphic research in two ways. Probability sampling can be used when sur-
veys of the population are used as a form of triangulation to accompany
more qualitative methods, most frequently in community studies where the
universe of units (the people who live there) is clearly identifiable and
accessible (a good example is Miller 1997: 30). Mostly, however, eth-
nographers use non-probability sampling to select cases from a wider uni-
verse. Such sampling can be made of thefieldsin which to site the research
(selectingthe location of the case or cases) and of the unitsof study within
them (such as selecting informants from the universe of peoplein thefield
who exemplify the case).

Becausethe prefix ‘non’ impliesthat probability sampling is the standard,
those ethnographers who reject the natural science model of social research
and its associated forms of sampling procedure prefer other terminology
with which to describe their sampling practice. Thus Denzin (1970), for
example, prefersthe nomenclature of ‘interactive’ and 'non-interactive’ sam-
pling, in which the former becomesthe standard to analyse 'natural’ inter-
action. Glaser and Strauss (1967) use the term 'theoretical sampling' to
describe the inductive approach of the ethnographer (more on which in
Chapter 5).These semantics, however, do not alter the basic procedures used
to obtain non-statistical samples. These are the snowball technique (obtain-
ing units, such as informants, from other units), quota sampling (selecting
units on the basis of their presence in the universe, proportional or not),
judgemental sampling (the researcher selecting the most appropriate
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instancesof the unit for the topic at hand) and, as sometimeshappens, sheer
accident and good fortune.

Through these sampling strategies, ethnographers must sample the
research case and site, the time frame spent there and the events and people
to be studied. This provides two benefits: first, it ensures the representa-
tiveness of the findings as instances that make up the case; second, it fac-
ilitates generalizations to other cases or fidds. The first is important
irrespective of an ambition to engage in empirical generalizations in order
to avoid focusing on the unusual and abnormal, but ethnographers who
seek to generalize must design their sampling in order to maximize this
opportunity. If thisis the intent (and it need not be), researchers should
samplefield sitesin such away that they have multiplefieldsaround which
they can move easily and thus make comparisons, as represented in the
examples of Miller (1997) and Willis (1977) (seeaso Box 3.7). On the
selection of field site, Burgess (1984 61; also see Spradley 1980) identified
five criteria, although he warned that few sites permit them all and com-
promises have to be made:

e simplicity (selectingasitethat offersthe opportunity to movefrom simple
to more complex situations and sub-sites);

e accessibility (selectinga site that permits access and entry);

e unobtrusiveness (selectinga site that permitsthe researcher to below pro-
file

« permissibleness (selectinga site in which the research is permissible and
the researcher has free entry);

e participation (selectingasite in which the researcher isable to participate
in the ongoing activities).

The activitiesthat occur in the fidd vary with time. This presents the
researcher with two choices. Thefirst concernsthelength of timedevoted to
fieldwork, which must be long enough to experiencethe full range of rou-
tinesand behaviours contained in the case and to develop a proper under-
standing of them. If the ethnographer is not in the field permanently during
fieldwork (assome social anthropologists and community study researchers
are), the second choice is the sampling of the time spent in thefield collect-
ing data. Viditsto the fidd must be frequent enough and be at times which
provide a representativesample of the eventsand activitiesthat occur there.
A form of 'time sampling' can be adopted in which ethnographersrecord al
the activitiesthat take placein a12- or 24-hour period in order to gaugethe
range of activities (for an example of such an approach see Burgess 1984:
61-71). Similar resultsare obtained by asking informants to completetime
budget diaries. Sampling of eventsisrelated to that of time, given that it is
impossibleto record details on everything that occurs. Ethnographers need
to sample the events they encounter in the field, and distinguish frequent
routine activities, irregular eventsthat are special but typical and eventsthat
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Box 3.7

Extract fromJ. D Brewer, Inside the RUC Routine Pdidngin a Divided Sodety
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1991), with K. Magee, p 19.

The fieldworker’s contact in the fidld was restricted at the
beginning to afew hoursa shift once aweek, gradudly being built
up to afull shift, induding nights, twice a week. Time was initidly
divided between two sections [groups o police officers] within the
station in order to broaden the range o contacts, and visitswere
madeto other stations. As the time devoted to data collection
lengthened and data collection itsdf became more intensive, the
focus narrowed to one section. However, other constableswere
encountered regularly in the canteen, on guard duty, and in the
neighbourhood and community policing units, and the personnel in
the section periodically changed as aresult o transfers.We were
provided, therefore, with as broad a range o contacts asis possible
within one station, while ill becoming closeto one section, as is
necessary in ethnographic research. Fieldwork took place over a
twelve-month period.

are abnormal and unusual. These kinds of events need to be selectively sam-
pled over a given time period and comparisons made.

Thesampling of peopleisalso critical. In some ethnographic research, the
people to be studied are identifiable because of the field selected as the
research site (apolice station, hospital, local neighbourhood), although even
here selection may be involved in identifying informants, while some people
(suchas members of deviant groups or cultures) may be harder to identify.
Inthelatter circumstance, snowball sampling may help tolocate people. Key
informants can be usual in providing ethnographers with contacts to other
group members, and different individuals can be selected in this way so as
to provide accessto different sites or open up difficult corners of accessin
one site. The more individuals who act in this capacity the better, since no
person hasfull knowledge and it avoids being misled by one informant. Key
informants are thus usually selected for their ability to portray and make
accessible aspects of the field, which involves judgemental sampling on the
part of the ethnographer as they select various key informants on the basis
of race, class, age, status, role and even appearance, as best fitsthe field and
topic. As Burgess (1984: 75) explains:

Theselection of individualsin fidd studiesisa different procedurefrom
the selection procedures associated with statistical sampling. In field
research informants are selected for their knowledge of a particular
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setting which may complement the researcher's observations and point
towards further investigation.

Sometimes, however, key informants appear by sheer luck and fortune.
Whyte's account of how he came across'Doc’ in his ethnography of Ameri-
can-ltalian street gangsin the 1950s (Whyte1955) shows how opportunism
can end up making the key informant almost asfamous as the ethnographer.
Ken Pryces (1979)study of the &t Paul's district of Bristol, an inner city area
with a large Afro-Caribbean community, is also revealing on the issue of
luck in meeting 'Segi€, his ‘Doc’. As a West Indian himsalf, Pryce (1979:
280) wrote:

when | started my research, not only the coloured community but the
entire city of Bristol wastotally unfamiliar to me. Getting to know the
S Paul's areawas especially difficult. . . Asl was boarding aNo. 11 bus
goinginto the & Paul's district, a very friendly and garrulous Jamaican
saw me and asked me if | was new in Brigtol . . . When we parted that
night, we agreed to meet again.

Other issues of good practice

There are severa other issuesthat need to be thought about carefully in an
ethnographic research design and that are equally fundamental to the
research process. These include negotiating access, developing and main-
taining a role in the fidd, establishing trust, recording data unobtrusively,
ethical practicein the field, the question of gender and other identitiesthat
have to be handled in the fidld and the exit strategy from the field. We can
consider these remaining issues now; that they have been left to last does not
demean their importance.

Access

Without accessto the field, the research could not be done (fora discussion
of access see Hornsby-Smith 1993). Ethnographers gain entry to thefieldin
avariety of different ways, which vary from caseto case, meaningthat prac-
titioners must remain flexible. Sometimes accessis by meansaf an introduc-
tion by a member, and the closer the ties the member has to the group the
greater their ability to vouch for the researcher. Where no such intermediary
exists, entry can be effected by performing some non-threatening rolein the
field, such as going along to church services, volunteering time in a school
or visitinglocal cafesand neighbourhood stores (seeFetterman 1998: 33-4).
Careful planning isthus advisablein order to be prepared. Berg (1998: 130)
recommends that a period be spent in the library attempting to locate as
much information about the field as possible (the people, groups, location
and the circumstancesand problems which affect them). Entry to thefield is
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affected by whether the researchisovert or covert: if theformer, accessmust
be negotiated and permission obtained; if the latter, while permissionis not
needed since the research is disguised, entry must still be thought about in
order to establish the most suitable role from which to research covertly (it
must be a role that warrants one's presencein thefield and permitsfeatures
of theinquiry, such as asking questions and taking notes).

With overt research, thought needsto be given to what is sensitive about
the field and the issues that are likely to be controversial (on sensitive
research see Renzetti and Lee 1993; Lee 1994). These sengitivities may well
affect how you approach the issue of access with the gatekeeper (see Box
3.8). Gatekeepers are those individualsthat have the power to grant access
tothefidd, such asgangleaders, tribal chiefsand headsof organizations and
bureaucracies like headteachers and police chiefs. These are formal gate-
keepers and they can impose what Douglas calls 'retrenchment from the
front'. However, at lower levelsin the organization or group there are usu-
dly a number of informal gatekeepers who can affect access, sometimes
positively (being more open and forthcoming than the formal gatekeeper),
sometimes negatively (by objecting to the permission given on their behaf
by someone else and trying to limit what is seen and heard). These 'limits
from below' are equally important. With respect to police organizations,
Fox and Lundman (1974)identify two 'gates through which researchers
must pass. winning the support of senior managersand that of the rank-and-
filemembers. Dingwall (1977)discussessimilar problemswith respect to his
research on health visitors, as| do in the RUC (Brewer 1990, 1991a: 28). 1t
is for this reason that we should distinguish between 'open’ and ‘closed'
access, thelatter involving fieldswherecontrolsare likely to beimposed and
barriers erected to research (seeHornsby-Smith 1993: 53).

Access within overt research therefore requires skilful negotiation and
renegotiation, often requiring 'research bargains or compromises with
either the gatekeeper who holds the key to entry or the subjectsin the field;
and the more sensitive the research, the greater are these compromiseslikely
to be (for the example of the RUC see Brewer 1990: 592). This is what
Pawson (1999) means by the contrast between the ideal and the real in
research practice. Burgess (1984: 45) explains that obtaining access to
undertake researchin various school s required him to negotiate with severa
people at different levels within the field, and that so doing influenced the
kind of investigation that could be done and imposed constraints later on
when informants were being selected and observation undertaken.

Thefieldworker role

The ethnographer has a choice of various roleswhen in thefield, sometimes
using different ones for different locations or groups depending upon the
multiplicity of fields being studied. The best typology o these roles remains
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Box 38

Extract from J D. Brewer, Sensitivity as a problem in field research, Ameri-
can Behavioral Scientist, vol. 33, 1990, pp. 581-5.

The Chief Constable's permission for the research was necessary if
the researchers were not to be morally responsible for getting
those police officers who talked to us privately sacked because
they had done so without the Chief Constable's permission...A
major problem was presenting the research in such a way that
permission would be given, something which the Chief Constable
had never done. On the assumption that the Chief Constable
considered certain topics too sensitive, the researchers needed to
be careful in how they presented the research. The key to this
undoubtedly lay in the attraction to the RUC of the idea of
research on how routine policingis affected by Northern Ireland's
security situation. This topic had less attraction for ordinary police
officers who ran the risk associated with answering someone's
questions and from being observed while doing their job ...But
this strategy of carefully presenting the research with the central
gatekeeper's permission in mind constituted an important
compromise. The interests of a gatekeeper were allowed to affect
some of the conduct of the researchers: a topic was chosen which
we thought the Chief Constable would give permissionto
undertake . .. The permission of the Chief Constable was a
disadvantage in the field because it raised doubts among
respondents about the purposes of the researcher’s questions.. .
Concern about our motives in doing the research was combined
with a feeling that it would do those patrticipatingin it little good,
but would certainly benefit those in the police management and
outside who wanted to do them harm.

Gold's account (Gold 1258), which essentially describesfour levels of par-
ticipation in the field: compl ete participant (participatingas a normal group
member and concealing the research); participant-as-observer (researching
the fiedd while participating fully in it); observer-as-participant (partici-
pation in the field is limited and the role of researcher is to the fore); and
complete observer (no participation in the field). Most ethnographic
researchinvolvesthefirst two roles (Burgess1984: 80) becausethey involve
the most participation. The first involves covert research, the second overt.
These distinctions are best seen as ideal types, for in practice the
overt-covert distinction is a continuum with different degrees of openness,
and the rolesdeveloped in the field vary with time and location. Permission
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may well have been negotiated with some people in the field but not all,
requiring different degrees of opennessin the extent to which details of the
research are revealed to everyone. Moreover, gatekeepers may have given
permission on other people's behalf but peoplein the fiedd are unaware of
the full details. This will require ethnographers to slip between the roles of
researcher and group member as the occasion determines, developing roles
that approach both complete participant and participant-as-observer simul-
taneously (seePryce 1979: 282, for some of the interactional difficultiesin
maintaining different pretences). Roles also change with time spent in the
field, because fieldwork roles go through phases. People see the ethnogra-
pher differently as a relationship is built up and trust developed, and even
ethnographers who have the complete researcher role can establish rapport
with membersin the field and become accepted in that role, allowing them
to develop something more like a participant role.

Developinga role and establishing trust

Ethnographers need to trust the peoplethey areworking with and viceversa.
Only then has the ethnographer a chance of getting close to the multiple
realitiesin thefield. This bond of trust must be premised on the same quali-
ties people bring to al their social relationships. honesty, communication,
friendliness, openness and confidence-building. It is based on verbal and
non-verbal behaviour. Non-verbally, Fetterman (1998: 141) explains, the
ethnographer must be careful about self-presentation and demeanour, have
an open physical posture and be profuse with handshakes and other cuesfor
friendliness. Ye actions speak louder than words and the ethnographer's
behaviour in thefield must cement rel ationships with the people whose nat-
ural environment it is. The social skillsthe ethnographer employsfor thisin
their own life should be put to the servicedf the research; taciturn, uncom-
municative people make bad ethnographers. The ethnographer must also
quickly learn the special meaningsgiven to specificformsof behaviourin the
setting if they are different from hisor her own (by hours spent in thelibrary
beforehand if necessary). Ethnographers earn peopl€'s trust by showing a
willingnessto learn their language and their ways, to eat like they eat, speak
like they speak and do as they do. (Ethical dilemmasare thereby created if
this involves the ethnographer engaging in deviant behaviour, or, more
likely, becoming aware of deviant behaviour. People need to fed they can
trust the ethnographer, so deviant behaviour cannot be exposed. Thought
should be givenin the planning phaseto the likelihood of this occurring and
whether it will be morally problematic. These sorts of boundaries may need
to be discussed when negotiating access.)

Trust is rarely instantaneous and is usualy like any friendship in being a
dow, steady process. The time spent in thefield can even be restricted at the
beginningin order for peopleto get used to the presence df the ethnographer
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dowly, athough thereafter it needsto be intensive. Nor is trust a one-shot
agreement, which, once won, need never be addressed again. Trust hasto be
continually worked at, negotiated and renegotiated, confirmed and thereafter
repeatedly reaffirmed. Ethnographers should be awarethat peoplein thefield
may continually seek reassurance, even setting tests of their trustworthiness,
and winning trust can be hard work and emotionally draining, especidly
wherethe researchissensitive. The experience of Kathleen Magee, the young
Catholic research assistant employed on my ESRC-funded project into rou-
tine policing in the overwhelmingly male and Protestant RUC, isinstructive.
Over a12-month period in thefield, a fieldworker’s persistentinquisitiveness
is bound to become something of an irritant, and van Maanen (1982: 111)
warns that ethnographers cannot be expected to be liked by everyone. But
leaving aside moments of irritation, most informants in the station became
confident enough o her presence to express what were widely held fears
about the research, sometimes by humour (therewere running jokes about
spelling people's names correctly in Sinn Fein's Republican News), and once
by anger. Towards the end of a long and tiring night shift, when news was
coming through of the murder of another member of the RUC, one police-
man in particular decided to put the fieldworker through a gruelling test of
trust that was something like arite of passage (Brewer 1991a: 21-4).

PC1: Look, just hold on a minute. What gives you the right to come
here and start asking these personal questions about our
familiesand that . . . You're not going to learn anything about
the police while you're here. They're not going to tell you any-
thing . .. And you know why? Because you're always walking
around with that bloody notebook writing everything down,
and you're not getting anywhere near the truth . . . Like, what
useisthisresearchyou're doing anyway?Isit goingto do meor
my mates any good?What are you doing it for?'Cos, let metell
you, the only people who are going to be interested in your
bloody research are the authorities.

WPC: Can't you seethat?They're just usingyou. . .

PC1: AndTI’ll tell you another thing, you're too much of a liability.
See, when | go out, I'm looking out for me and my mate, | don't
want some researcher in the back who's just aliability . . . How
do | know | can trust you? What religion are you? How do |
know | can trust you if | don't know what religionyou are?

Res I'm aCatholic.

PC1: Areyou ashamed of it? Then what are you crying about? Like,
I'm jugt asking things everybody wanted to know ... Has
anyone spoken to you like this since you've been here? Do you
know, it makesit alot easier for us to work with you if wefind
out these things about you. See this research, as far as I'm
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concerned you'll learn nothing. It's a waste of time. To be
honest, | couldn't give a monkey's fart about your research. If
you really wanted to learn something you should have started at
the top. It's them you need to be looking at. They don't care
about the family man getting shot, they don't care about the
families. The guy shot tonight will beforgotten about in another
few weeks. It's them you should be talking to. The so-called big
men at the top don't care about us.

WPC: But it's uswho are getting shot and blown up.

PC1: Like, you're apologising for crying. Nothing wrong in that, but
if you want to learn anything about us we have to fed we can
trust you. | didn't speak to you before becausel didn't know you
... Like, I've seen my name written down about five times on
that last page. If the authorities read that they'd put me on the
next busto [name of border area] and keep me there.

PC2: Tl tel you this. Seewhen | comein here on a night, it's not the
IRA I'm worried about, it's them upstairs.

PC1: |don't carewhat you're writingdown, just aslong as| don't see
it in Republican News. Maybe the police has made methis way,
but don't you see that if you're going to come in here asking
guestions about my family, if you're going to want to know all
these things, I've got to be able to trust you? Like after this
night, I'd let you come out in a vehiclewith me.

This extract is useful to illustrate how the fieldworker, on the one police-
man's admission, needed to be tested for her trustworthiness (and note by
his admission that she was successful in passing the test). These trids are
common in fieldwork (Douglas1972; van Maanen 1982) because they are
part of building the bond of trust.

Recording data

Thisextract aso highlightsthe problems of recording datawhen in thefield.
The ethnographer's conventional notepad can be obtrusive, yet when the
timein thefield isextensiveit isimpossibleto do without this aid. To recall
eventsin detail in the evening or when in private is difficult and will result
in general impressions rather than ‘thick description’. Sometimes a tape
recorder or video camera can be used to record data but these are even more
obtrusive. If note taking is the main form of recording data, one way of
alaying fears is by taking notes as unobtrusively as possible. This can be
achieved by reducing the visibility of the pad and the physical activity of
note taking, occasionally forgoing it when the situation seems appropriate,
and by emphasizing that the notebooks are not secret. In my RUC research,
the fieldworker was instructed to consider certain spaces in the station as
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private (the recreation and television rooms), where note taking was not
done at ¢he time (but left to later), and to leave the notebook around the sta-
tion so that people could read it and thus know it was not secret. We
occasionally reiterated this point by showing respondents extracts of the
data (discussedin Brewer 1990: 29).

Irrespectivedf the occasion on which the ethnographer decidesto record
the data, writing up thefield notes from the notebook in a more legibleform
isessential. The sooner this is done after the data were recorded the better.
This typing may be done using software that permits the use later of com-
puters to organize and analyse the data, as discussed in the next chapter. If
this software is not used, the typing should involve an indexing system that
alows the data to be ordered to assist later analysis (for the data will be
numerous). With respect to the ethnography on the RUC, | alwaysinsisted
that writing up of notes be done before the next ventureinto thefield so that
points of clarification at the next visit could be identified and new issues
addressed. As Fetterman (1998: 114) reminds us, 'ethnographic work is
exhausting and the fieldworker will be tempted to postpone typing the day's
hieroglyphics each night. Memory fades quickly however, and unrecorded
information will soon be overshadowed by subsequent events. Too long a
delay sacrificesthe rich immediacy of concurrent notes.'

Further points are worth remembering about note taking. While notesare
a running description of events, people and conversations (Fielding1993:
162}, ethnographers should always make a note of the time, date, location,
identities of the people involved and other exigencies and circumstances
involved in any instance that is recorded (Burgess1982: 192 calls these
'methodological field notes). Where conversation is recorded, a record
needsto be made of whether it isverbatim or a precis. Do not confuse obser-
vation and interpretation; record what is seen and heard (called'substantive
fidd notes) and keep this separate from ones interpretation of it (called
‘analytic field notes). Ethnographers should always record theseinitial ten-
tativeinterpretations, becausedata analysisoccurssimultaneously with data
collection, but they should not be confused with literal data. It isalso worth
keeping a diary separate from the field notes in which the ethnographer
records their impressions, feelings, and emotions, reflecting on such things
asthedevel opingrelationshipsin thefield, the emotional costsand problems
in the fidld and other exigenciesthat are affecting the research. Thiswill be
the basisdf thelater reflexivity which ethnographers use to contextualize the
research. Finaly, make duplicate copies of the notes once they have been
written up and keep them in different placesfor security reasons.

Ethics

Ethical considerations affect all kinds of scientific activity, from medical ex-
perimentslike cloning and other forms of genetic engineeringto euthanasia.
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Many thingsthat are possible scientifically are not necessarily thought desir-
able ethically, so that ethics limits the pursuit or application of scientific
knowledge. So it is with the poor cousin of the natural sciences, the social
sciences. Ethics affected social sciencein North Americawell before Britain
because df the greater role of the social sciencesin publiclifein North Amer-
ica, and much of the debatein British social sciencehas revolved around the
desirability of covert methods of data collection, almost exclusively that of
covert observation (for Britain see the debate in Bulmer 1982a). The focus
on ethnography is unfortunate because it suggeststhat other areas are free
of ethical problems. Thisis not so. An increasing problem is that of spon-
sorship in research, which grows along with theincreasingrole of public and
private bodiesin funding research (for ageneral discussionaf thissee Barnes
1979). It is reflected in the limits sponsors can impose on research, not
merely by censoring findings or preventing publication (for an example see
Miller 1988), but by fixing the research agenda by failing to fund research
on certain topics (for an example see Moore 1978) or not funding research
which uses particular methods. Ethnographers particularly fed that they
lose out in competition for funding because of the obsession with the nat-
ural science model of research (seeDitton and Williams 1981), and com-
plain that the use of expensive profit-making market research companiesto
undertake surveys on behdf of academics uses up a disproportionate
amount of scarceresearch money (Payne 1979).

Ethical issues are thus pervasive. If we focus on ethical practice by eth-
nographersas the most relevant dimension, there are severa questionsworth
addressing, from the ethics of covert methods, through the standards o
behaviour in the field to the disseminationd the results. Ethnographers are
perhaps unique among socia researchers in sharing the lives of the people
they study. This means that they cannot, as Fetterman (1998: 129) writes,
work asif inavacuum-they pry into peopl€'s innermost secrets, witnesstheir
failuresand participatein their lives—which meansthey must operate a code
of ethicsthat respectstheir informants. Many go further, by arguing that this
ethical code should respect the integrity of the disciplineand the interests of
future researchers who may wish to enter the same field. Nor isthissolely a
personal code of ethics, reflecting the ethnographer's individual values, for
many professional associations have developed ethica statements which
members should follow (goingbeyond ethnographic practice to describe gen-
eral research conduct).When such associationsare themsd ves gatekeepers, in
providing either financial sponsorship or access, researchers must formally
sign up to the code. Anyonewishing to undertake ethnographic researchiin a
hospital setting anywhere in Northern Ireland, for example, must submit a
proposal to the Research Ethics Committee of The Queen's University of
Belfagt and obtain permission for the research from them as well as the hos-
pital concerned. Ingtitutional review boards are common in North American
universities, and it was estimated that they spend three-quarters o their time
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Box 3.9

Extract from the British Sociological Association's statement of ethics.
Reproduced with permission and available from web site http: //www.
britsoc. org.uk/ethgu2.htm

BSA Statement of Ethical Practice

The British Sociological Association gratefully acknowledgesthe use made
of the ethical codes produced by the American Sociological Association,
the Association of Social Anthropologists of the Commonwealth and the
Social Research Association. Styles of sociological work are diverse and
subject to change, not least because sociologists work within a wide
variety of settings. Sociologists, in carrying out their work, inevitably face
ethical, and sometimes legal, dilemmas which arise out of competing obli-
gations and conflicts of interest. The following statementaims to alert the
members of the Association to issues that raise ethical concerns and to
indicate potential problems and conflicts of interest that might arise in the
course of their professional activities.

While they are not exhaustive, the statement points to a set of obli-
gations to which members should normally adhere as principles for guid-
ing their conduct. Departures from the principles should be the result of
deliberationand not ignorance. The strength of this statement and its bind-
ing force rest ultimately on active discussion, reflection, and continued use
by sociologists. In addition, the statement will help to communicate the
professional position of sociologiststo others, especially those involved in
or affected by the activities of sociologists. The statement is meant, pri-
marily, to inform members' ethical judgements rather than to impose on
them an external set of standards. The purpose is t 0 make members aware
of the ethical issues that may arise in their work, and to encourage them
to educate themselves and their colleagues to behave ethically. The state-
ment does not, therefore, provide a set of recipes for resolving ethical
choices or dilemmas, but recognisesthat often it will be necessary t o make
such choices on the basis of principles and values, and the (often conflict-
ing) interests of those involved.

Professional integrity

Members should strive t o maintain the integrity of sociological enquiry as
a discipline, the freedom to research and study, and to publish and pro-
mote the results of sociological research. Members have a responsibility
both to safeguard the proper interests of those involved in or affected by
their work, and to report their findings accurately and truthfully. They
need to consider the effects of their involvements and the consequences
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of their work or its misuse for those they study and other interested par-
ties.

While recognising that training and skill are necessary to the conduct of
social research, members should themselves recognise the boundaries of
their professional competence. They should not accept work of akind that
they are not qualified to carry out. Members should satisfy themselves that
the research they undertake is worthwhile and that the techniques pro-
posed are appropriate. They should be clear about the limits of their
detachment from and involvement in their areas of study.

Members should be careful not to claim an expertise in areas outside
those that would be recognised academically as their true fields of exper-
tise. Particularly in their relations with the media, members should have
regard for the reputation of the discipline and refrain from offering expert
commentaries in a form that would appear to give credence to material
which, as researchers, they would regard as comprising inadequate or ten-
dentious evidence.

Relations with and responsibilities towards research participants
Sociologists, when they carry out research, enter into personal and moral
relationships with those they study, be they individuals, households, social
groups or corporate entities. Although sociologists, like other researchers
are committed to the advancement of knowledge, that goal does not, of
itself, provide an entitlement to override the rights of others. Members
must satisfy themselves that a study is necessary for the furtherance of
knowledge before embarking upon it. Members should be aware that they
have some responsibility for the use to which their research may be put.
Discharging that responsibility may on occasion be difficult, especially in
situations of social conflict, competing social interests or where there is
unanticipated misuse of the research by third parties.

| Relationships with research participants
* Sociologists have a responsibilityt o ensure that the physical, social and
psychological well-being of research participants is not adversely
affected by the research. They should strive to protect the rights of
those they study, their interests, sensitivities and privacy, while recog-
nising the difficulty of balancing potentially conflicting interests.
Because sociologists study the relatively powerless as well as those
more powerful than themselves, research relationships are frequently
characterisedby disparities of power and status. Despite this, research
relationships should be characterised, whenever possible, by trust. In
some cases, where the public interest dictates otherwise and particu-
larly where power is being abused, obligations of trust and protection
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may weigh less heavily. Nevertheless, these obligations should not be dis-

carded lightly.

* As far as possible sociological research should be based on the freely
given informed consent of those studied. This implies a responsibility
onthe sociologist to explain as fully as possible, and in terms meaning-
ful to participants, what the research is about, who is undertaking and
financingit, why it is being undertaken, and how it is t o be promoted.
* Research participants should be made aware of their right t o refuse

participation whenever and for whatever reason they wish.
Research participants should understand how far they will be
afforded anonymity and confidentiality and should be able to reject
the use of data-gathering devices such as tape recorders and video
cameras. Sociologists should be careful, on the one hand, notto give
unrealistic guarantees of confidentiality and, on the other, not to
permit communication of research films or records to audiences
other than those t o which the research participants have agreed.

* Where there is a likelihood that data may be shared with other
researchers, the potential uses to which the data might be put may
need to be discussed with research participants.

* When making notes, filming or recording for research purposes,
sociologists should make clear t o research participants the purpose
of the notes, filming or recording, and, as precisely as possible, to
whom it will be communicated.

. It should also be borne in mind that in some research contexts,
especially those involving field research, it may be necessary for the
obtaining of consent t o be regarded, not as a once-and-for-all prior
event, but as a process, subject to renegotiation over time. In
addition, particular care may need to be taken during periods of
prolonged fieldwork where it is easy for research participants to
forget that they are being studied.

* In some situations access to a research setting is gained via a 'gate-
keeper'. in these situations members should adhere to the principle
of obtaining informed consent directly from the research partici-
pants to whom access is required, while at the same time taking
account of the gatekeepers' interest. Since the relationship between
the research participant and the gatekeeper may continue long after
the sociologist has left the research setting, care should be taken not
to disturb that relationship unduly.

* It is incumbent upon members to be aware of the possible conse-
guences of their work. Wherever possible they should attempt to
anticipate, and to guard against, consequences for research partici-
pants which can be predicted to be harmful. Members are not
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¢ absolvedfrom this responsibility by the consent given by research par-
ticipants.

* In many of its guises, social research intrudes into the lives of those
studied. While some participants in sociological research may find the
experience a positive and welcome one, for others, the experience
may be disturbing. Even if not exposed t 0 harm, those studied may feel
wronged by aspects of the research process. This can be particularly
so if they perceive apparent intrusions into their private and personal
worlds, or where research gives rise to false hopes, uncalled for self-
knowledge, or unnecessary anxiety. Members should consider care-
fully the possibility that the research experience may be a disturbing
one and, normally, should attempt to minimise disturbance to those
participating in research. It should be borne in mind that decisions
made on the basis of research may have effects on individuals as mem-
bers of a group, even if individual research participants are protected
by confidentiality and anonymity.

Special care should be taken where research participants are particu-
larly vulnerable by virtue of factors such as age, social status and
powerlessness. Where research participants are ill or too young or
too oldto participate, proxies may needto be used in order t o gather
data. In these situations care should be taken not to intrude on the
personal space of the person to whom the data ultimately refer, or to
disturb the relationship between this person and the proxy. Where it
can be inferred that the person about whom data are sought would
object t o supplying certain kinds of information, that material should
not be sought from the proxy.

2 Covert research

There are serious ethical dangers in the use of covert research but
covert methods may avoid certain problems. For instance, difficulties
arise when research participants change their behaviour because they
know they are being studied. Researchers may also face problems when
access to spheres of social life is closed t o social scientists by powerful or
secretive interests. However, covert methods violate the principles of
informed consent and may invade the privacy of those being studied.
Participant or non-participant observation in non-public spaces or
experimental manipulation of research participants without their know-
ledge should be resorted to only where it is impossible to use other
methods t o obtain essential data. In such studies it is important to safe-
guard the anonymity of research participants. Ideally, where informed
consent has not been obtained prior to the research it should be
obtained post-hoc.
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3 Anonymity, privacy and confidentiality

The anonymity and privacy of those who patrticipate in the research
process should be respected. Personal information concerning
research participants should be kept confidential. in some cases it may
be necessary to decide whether it is proper or appropriate even to
record certain kinds of sensitive information.

Where possible, threats to the confidentiality and anonymity of
research data should be anticipated by researchers. The identities and
research records of those participating in research should be kept
confidential whether or not an explicit pledge of confidentiality has
been given. Appropriate measures should be taken to store research
data in a secure manner. Members should have regard to their obli-
gations under the Data Protection Act. Where appropriate and prac-
ticable, methods for preserving the privacy of data should be used.
These may include the removal of identifiers, the use of pseudonyms
and other technical means for breaking the link between data and
identifiable individuals such as 'broadbanding' or micro-aggregation.
Members should also take care to prevent data being published or
releasedin aform which would permitthe actual or potential identifi-
cation of research participants. Potential informants and research par-
ticipants, especially those possessing a combination of attributes
which make them readily identifiable, may need to be reminded that
it can be difficult to disguise their identity without introducing an
unacceptably large measure of distortion into the data.

Guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity given to research par-
ticipants must be honoured, unless there are clear and overriding
reasons to do otherwise. Other people, such as colleagues, research
staff or others, given access to the data must also be made aware of
their obligations in this respect. By the same token, sociologists
should respect the efforts taken by other researchers to maintain
anonymity. Research data given in confidence do not enjoy legal privi-
lege, that is they may be liable to subpoena by a court. Research par-
ticipants may also need to be made aware that it may not be possible
to avoid legal threats t o the privacy of the data.

There may be less compelling grounds for extending guarantees of
privacy or confidentiality to public organisations, collectivities,
governments, officials or agencies than to individuals or small groups.
Nevertheless, where guarantees have been given they should be hon-
oured, unless there are clear and compelling reasons notto do so.

4 Reputation of the discipline
During their research members should avoid, where they can, actions
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which may have deleterious consequences for sociologistswho come after
them or which might undermine the reputation of sociology as a discipline.

Relations with and responsibilitiestowards sponsors and/or funders
A common interest exists between sponsor, funder and sociologist as long
& the aim of the social inquiry is to advance knowledge, although such
knowledge may only be of limited benefit to the sponsor and the funder.
That relationshipis best served if the atmosphereis conduciveto high pro-
fessional standards. Members should attempt to ensure that sponsors
and/or funders appreciate the obligations that sociologists have not only to
them, but also to society at large, research participants and professional
colleagues and the sociologicalcommunity. The relationshipbetweenspon-
sors or funders and social researchers should be such as to enable social
inquiry to be undertaken as objectively as possible. Research should be
undertaken with a view to providing information or explanation rather
than being constrained to reach particular conclusions or prescribe par-
ticular courses of action.

I Clarifying obligations, roles and rights
* Members should clarify in advance the respective obligations of fun-
ders and researchers where possible in the form of awritten contract.
They should refer the sponsor or funder to the relevant parts of the
professional code to which they adhere. Members should also be care-
ful not to promise or imply acceptance of conditions which are con-
trary to their professional ethics or competing commitments. Where
some or all of those involved in the research are also acting as spon-
sors and/or funders of research the potential for conflict between the
different roles and interests should also be made clear to them.
Members should also recognise their own general or specific obli-
gations to the sponsors whether contractually defined or only the
subject of informal and often unwritten agreements. They should be
honest and candid about their qualifications and expertise, the limi-
tations, advantages and disadvantages of the various methods of analy-
sis and data, and acknowledge the necessity for discretion with
confidentialinformation obtained from sponsors. They should also try
notto conceal factors which are likely to affect satisfactory conditions
or the completion of a proposed research project or contract.
2 Pre-empting outcomes and negotiations about research
* Members should not accept contractual conditions that are contin-

gent upon a particular outcome or set of findings from a proposed

inquiry. A conflict of obligations may also occur if the funder requires

particular methods to be used.
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* Members should try to clarify, before signing the contract, that they
are entitled to be able to disclose the source of their funds, its per-
sonnel, the aims of the institution, and the purposes of the project.

* Membersshouldalso try to clarify their right t o publish and spread the
results of their research.

* Members have an obligationt o ensure sponsors grasp the implications
of the choice between alternative research methods.

3 Guarding privilegedinformation and negotiatingproblematic sponsorship

* Membersare frequentlyfurnished with information by the funder who
may legitimately require it to be kept confidential. Methods and pro-
cedures that have been utilised to produce published data should not,
however, be kept confidential unless otherwise agreed.

* When negotiating sponsorships members should be aware of the
requirements of the law with respect to the ownership of and rights
of access to data.

* In some paqlitical, social and cultural contexts some sources of funding
and sponsorship may be contentious. Candour and frankness about
the source of funding may create problems of access or co-operation
for the social researcher but concealment may have serious conse-
quences for colleagues, the discipline and research participants. The
emphasis should be on maximum openness.

* Where sponsors and funders also act directly or indirectly as gate-
keepers and control access to participants, researchers should not
devolve their responsibilityto protect the participants' interests onto
the gatekeeper. Members should be wary of inadvertently disturbing
the relationship between participants and gatekeepers since that will
continue long after the researcher has left.

4 Obligationst o sponsors and/or Funders During the Research Process

< Members have a responsibilityto notify the sponsor and/or funder of
any proposed departure from the terms of reference of the proposed
change in the nature of the contracted research.

« A research study should not be undertakenon the basis of resources
known from the start to be inadequate, whether the work is of a
sociological or inter-disciplinarykind.

* When financial support or sponsorship has been accepted, members
must make every reasonable effort to complete the proposed
research on schedule, including reports to the funding source.

* Members should be prepared to take comments from sponsors or
funders or research participants.

* Members should, wherever possible, spread their research findings.

* Members should normally avoid restrictions on their freedomto pub-
lish or otherwise broadcast research findings.
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At its meeting in July 1994, the BSA Executive Committee approved a set of Rules
for the Conduct of Enquiries into Complaints against BSA members under the
auspices of this Statement,and also under the auspices of the BSA Guidelines on
Professional Conduct. If you would like more details about the Rules, you should
contact the BSA Office at the addresslphone number given at the end of this
statement.

British Sociological Association, Units 3F/G, Mountjoy Research Centre,
Stockton Road, DURHAM, DHI 3UR [UK]. Td.: [+44}(0)19!-383-0839;
fax: [+44](0)191 383 0782, emdl: enquiries@britsoc.org.uk

dealing with the issue of informed consent (Homan 1991: 16). British and
American professional associ ationsin anthropol ogy and sociology have simi-
lar ethical codes (seeBox 3.9), athough do not themselves act as gatekeepers.

The standards of behaviour indicated in these codes include respect for
human dignity, both the ethnographer's and those of his or her subjects,
respect for privacy and confidentiality, and the avoidance of deception and
lying - where completecandour isdifficult, general statements which are not
in themsalveslies should be used. On one occasion, when | wanted to inter-
view conservative evangelicals about their anti-Catholic views, | surmised
that they would be reluctant to give consent knowing this intent, so | pre-
sented the interview as one about the problems facing the modern church
and conducted it assuch. Only later in the course of theinterview did | start
to turn the topic around to that of the Catholic Church. Rather than lie or
deceive, | conducted an interview that was about what | said it was, and only
used about haf of the material. Compare this with Pryce (1979: 285), who
as an atheist was baptized as a Pentecostal believer in order to study West
Indian Christians, or mysdf in my youth, when | was bold and foolish
enough to join the Action Party to study former fascists. (Onthe whole,
postgraduates — which is what Pryce and | were when we did our covert
observation — are more likely to engagein thissort of research, although less
likely than they once were. Warren (1988: 66) notes that ageing ethnogra-
phers tend to retreat to interview research.) Burgess (1984: 201) considers
that truthful statements are always preferable to lies except under very
special circumstances, such as protecting colleagues, clientsor sources, and
maintaining confidentiality. However, harmless'white lies can sometimesbe
employed where they assist in data collection or in establishing a fieldwork
role (Burgess1984: 201-2), although discovery of the deceit by informants
can dtill be problematic (for example, see Pryce, 1979: 283). However,
Fetterman (1998: 140) considers any deception asinappropriate in the con-
text of the sort of long-term relationships normally built up in ethnography.

Many of these issues come to a head in the debate around covert versus
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overt observational methods. This began in the United States, with an
exchange between Erikson (1967, 1968, 1982) and Denzin (1968, 1982),
represented in Britain by the debate between Homan (1980, 1982, 1991)
and Bulmer (1980, 1982a). Erikson's original argument was that ethnogra-
phers, like all researchers, have responsibilities to their subjects, which
covert methods infringe because they involve misrepresentation and failure
to obtain informed consent, and to their colleagues, who can be jeopardized
by covert methods that damage their professiona reputation. This caused
stressto the researcher in keeping up the pretence, something borne by those
least capable because they were, on the whole, graduate students. Erikson
aso said that it was bad science. Denzin queried whether there was a tight
distinction between private and public spheres anymore and whether covert
methods were alonein breaching privacy or failing to obtain informed con-
sent (consentis anyway often given by a gatekeeper on others' behalf, who
themselves do not get the opportunity to give permission). He also doubted
that covert methods were damaging, disruptive or threatening. Postgradu-
ates can find coping with harassed and insecure interviewees just as prob-
lematic as maintaining a double role in covert observation. However, there
issomething deeper behind Denzin's response, reflected best perhapsin Jack
Douglas’s view that the primary task of social scienceistruth and tortured
moral judgements should not impede its search, especially when studying
the centres of power, which themselves operate deceit, secrecy and misrep-
resentation. Denzin believed that researchers have the right to make obser-
vations on anyone in any setting to the extent that it is done with scientific
purpose. However, lines have to be drawn somewhere, or ethnographers
becomelike spiesor private investigators, and Bulmer argues that the rights
of our informants and their dignity override those of science.

Covert methods can be too readily used, and should be restricted to those
instanceswhere there is no alternative: Homan's chief defencewasthat there
was no other way to study hisinformants (oldtime Pentecostalists);likewise
my former fascists. That is, covert methods are defensible where access is
likely to beclosed and the gatekeepersimposeimpossible barriersor controls
on research. Thus, the decision to employ covert methods ought to be a prag-
matic as well as a mora one (on morality and covert methods see Reynolds
1982). Categorical moral statements are of little value when a researcher is
unable to develop a relationship of trust, or obtain informed consent and
access. But, pragmatically, it is often unnecessary to use covert methods since
permission can be granted or other roles utilized. Bulmer (1982a: 239) dis-
tinguishesfour possiblefieldworker roles, similar to the typesof observation
identified in Figure 3.1: overt outsider (the researcher looking in); covert
insider (theresearcher as covert participant); covert outsider (theresearcher
does not disclosethe observation but doesnot pretend to bean insider either);
and overt insider (the researcher adopts a new insider role and disclosesthe
fact of the research, such as training to become a policemanin order to study
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the police). How practical the last is compared to that of covert insider is
worth thinking about before embarking on a new career. Overt research for
Bulmer thus remains the best choice, but the degree to which these different
roles involve openness varies, which illustrates that the distinction between
overt and covert research should be seen as a continuum. Informed consent,
for example, associated with overt methods, is often ambiguousor given on
someone dsgs behalf, and the implicationsd the research are rarely fully
explicated when consent is being sought. Overt research can be invasive and
intrude on privacy, and involve varying degrees of truth. Thus, morality is not
necessarily always on the side of overt researcher (for some examples of eth-
nographers who reflect on the ethics of their research practice seet Dingwall
1980; Homan, 1980; Fidding 1982; Holdaway 1982; Hammersley 1990:
135; for afeminist ethnographer see Harvey 1994: 156-65).

Handling identity in thefield

If informants are people and have rights that affect ethical practice, eth-
nographers are also human and have identitiesthat affect research practice.
M ost attention hasfocused on theissuedf gender, but other features of iden-
tity can affect research practice, such as age, social class, race and ethnicity,
and religion. It fitsthe postmodern drift in ethnography to admit that itisa
personal method in which data are highly conditioned by the biography and
experiences of the ethnographer. The myth that ethnographers are people
without personal identity, historical location and personality, and would al
produce the same findings in the same setting, is the mistake of naive real-
ism. Because gender is perhaps the primary identity, feminist ethnographers
were among the firgt to deconstruct ethnographic practice and identify the
ways in which identity influenced fieldwork relations (for an excellent over-
view see Warren 1988). Within this, attention has been given to the special
prablemsof femaleethnographers in abtaining entrée, the problemsaround
establishing rapport and trust, and sexual politicsin thefield.

In cultureswheretheinstitutions of marriageand the family are pervasive,
the childless, single woman in the field can find it difficult to establish entrée
and a field role (unless, perhaps, she is dderly: see Wax 1979) or develop
access to men and male behaviour. This is why in some anthropological
research women work in husband and wife teams. In urban settings thisis
more unusual and lone ethnographers - including lonefemale ethnographers
- are more common. Thisreinforcesthe importance of handlingidentity. Van
Maanen (1981: 480) once argued that researcherson the police, for example,
had to be malein order to be able to participate fully in the masculine occu-
pational culture df the police, athough malenessal one does not ensure access
to al maleworlds, including the police (forthe difficultiesof amaleresearcher
in establishing rapport in the police see Warren and Rasmussen 1977: 358).
Moreover, female ethnographers have discussed how they have been treated
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as sex objects in masculine occupational cultures. However, on the positive
sde, thisensured they were seen asalight relief from the demands of the job
and as less threatening than maes might have been, which facilitates rapport
(Hunt 1984), and treated as ‘acceptable incompetents (Lofland1971: 100),

resulting in informants giving them more time and taking more care to
explain (for example, see Easterday et d. 1977; Hunt 1984; for Kathleen
Magee’s experiencessee Brewer 1990: 585). Warren's (1988: 18) experience
in some of her ethnographic research is that men sometimestalk to her more
than other women. The downsideis that young femal e ethnographers can be
subject to sexual hustling, fraternity and paternaistic attitudes from male
respondents, and treated as gofers, mascotsor surrogate daughters. Although
some of these roles may be useful in establishing rapport with men (some
femal e ethnographers have explained that rapport was enhanced by taking a
lover from within the fidd; see Davis 1986), women ethnographers can
receive the unwanted sexual attention of mae informants (for examples of

ethnographers to whom this happened see Warren 1988: 33; mae ethnogra-
phers rarely write about their sexual experiences in the field). Kathleen
Magee, the young female research assistant on my ESRC-funded project on
routine policing by the RUC, wasa part-timemodel, and was asked for adate
by severa policemen, and it wasonly after sometime spent in thefield, when
her presence became routine, that we were sure she was being talked to asa
person rather than a sex object. The veracity o what informants said was
treated with more confidenceat that point. None the less, female ethnogra-
phers should not risk over-personalized interaction and should be on guard
for the sexual hustle disguised as research cooperation.

A distinct advantage of female ethnographers is that they push the
research agendatowards certain issues glossed by male counterparts, which
include gender issues. A benefit of Kathleen Magee’s identity in the context
of studying the RUC was that it immediately raised the profile of gender as
anissuein this masculine occupational culture (for a discussionof which see
Brewer 1991a: 239-46; Brewer 1991b). The samewastrue of her religionas
a Catholic in an overwhelmingly Protestant occupational culture. Thisillus
trates the fact that, in some settings, gender is not the primary identity,
athough there is very little discussion in the methodological literature on
other features of the ethnographer's biography. The primary identity may be
race or ethnicity when studying, for example, lifestyles among West Indians
in inner-city Britain (seePryce 1979), where it may be an advantage to mini-
mize identity differences because of the problems of being white. Suttles
(1968) records his difficultiesin developing relationships with informants
from ethnic minority groups in a Chicagoslum area because of his ethnicity,
and even where white researchers become friends with black informants,
they are usually allocated outsider rolesand sensitivitiesto colour difference
remain (see, for example, Liebow 1967: 248-9). The primary identity
marker might be age when oneisstudying, for example, youth gangs (Patrick
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1973; Parker 1974), or where unbounded energy, daring and danger are
needed in thefield (for an example see Moore 1977; for a general discussion
of dangerous fieldwork see Lee 1995), or where heavy drinking or drug use
isrequired to be an 'insider (for an example see Burns 1980). The primary
identity could be religion when studying, for example, the Protestant-domi-
nated RUC, whereattitudestowards Catholicsare affected by the experience
of policing civil unrest. Magee’s religion was thus assumed by usto be prob-
lematicand wefirst tried to conceal it, which reflected our naivety in under-
estimating the skill the Northern Irish have in telling identity from various
subtle cues (for adiscussionof how we managed the effect of her religion on
fieldwork see Brewer 1991a: 24-7). Instanceslike this reinforcethe import-
anceof ethnographers being reflexive when writing up the results but al so of
ensuring that fieldwork is sufficiently prolonged and intensive that relation-
shipsof trust can be built up in thefield.

Withdrawal from thefield

An exit strategy is an important part of any research design and thought
needs to be given at the beginning to how withdrawal from the field will be
managed. This meanstwo thingsin ethnographic research (Berg1998: 153):
physica removal from the field and emotional disengagement from the
relationships established there. The former can be mechanical and simple,
the latter more difficult. Where the research is overt, ethnographers need to
prepare the community (and themselves)for removal from the setting, and
sometimes it is best to leave in stages with a gradual withdrawal. Efforts
should be madeto avoid distressto the informants, and someethnographers
have had to remain emotionally engaged with their respondents long after
the research was completed - this is seen as one of the virtues of feminist
ethnography. The possibility of thislong-term commitment should be recog-
nized at the planning stage. Withdrawal is harder to manage when the
research has been covert, where quick exits are best, because informants
then become aware of the intruder in their lives and can fed hurt at the
deception. Interaction isterminated, although there may be ongoing engage-
mentsof adifferent kind. | received abusivelettersfrom theleadership of the
Action Party once my deceit was reveded, and had they not been old men
by that stage, the former fascists may well have expressedtheir hurt in more
physically threatening ways (Fieding's study of the National Front wisely
used overt methods, see Fielding 1981, 1982). Walliss experience with the
Scientologistsis sal utary for covert ethnographers, for they threatened lega
action, sent anonymous letters to his wife aleging adultery and otherwise
made life unpleasant for him and his family (see Wallis 1977). However,
Punch's (1989) experience with the Amsterdam police after doing overt
research on corruption shows that informed consent does not prevent
informants feeling angry once results are published.
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The writing up of resultsis addressed further in the next chapter, but it is
necessary to consider publication of findingsin the context of withdrawal
from thefield. Publication of resultsis perhaps more problematic in ethnog-
raphy because of the emotional engagement it involves and because,
occasionaly, it reveals publicly to respondents that they have been duped.
The effectsaof both these circumstancesare the same: ethicsshould constrain
theform and content of data dissemination and publication. Ethical practice
involves ethnographers writing up their findings in ways that protect their
informants' identity (inthe case of the RUC even their personal security).
This involves being mindful of the use and misuse people make of the find-
ings, especialy where the research is sengtive or political (for an example
seeRainwater and Pittman 1966}, and recognizing that people's bigotry may
be inflamed by what they read and that the results can be interpreted by
members of the public with various dants. Agonizing over prose is also
necessary to avoid reveaing information that might be used to threaten the
physical safety of informants, or that might threaten the continued enjoy-
ment of their life and behaviour, or impingeon their freedom from inquisi-
tive outsiders, even in some cases the police, or prevent damageto their way
of life or community. Publication of Ditton's ethnography on fiddling and
pilfering among bread roundsmen (Ditton 1977) could have involved his
former colleagues, who were unaware of his research, being prosecuted or
havingwagescut in lieu of these'perks. Hewasaware that he probably lost
many of his earlier friendsin the bakery in consequence (Ditton 1977: vii).
Similar ethical considerations affected Leonard's ethnography on the infor-
mal economy in West Belfast (Leonard 1994a), which risked exposing some
informants associal security cheats. She managed this by lettingit bear heav-
ily on her practice in withdrawing from the fidd and in the use of prose
when publishing the results, in her respect for confidentiality and anonym-
ity, and in her protection of the secrecy of her sources (Leonard 1994b),
athough this duplicity in the deviancy of othersisitsef an ethical issueand
its effects on the researcher need to be borne in mind at the beginning when
designing the research. The use of pseudonymsand the modificationof iden-
tities, events and location is common practice, but ethnographers should
aso bear in mind that sometimes the reassurances they give informants
cannot be guaranteed over inquisitive investigative journalists or legal dis
closures (for an example see Morgan 1972). Very occasiondly, the inform-
ants themselveschange their behaviour in reaction to reading the findings.

Conclusion
Modern methodology has moved away from the idea of research as a series

of hermetic stages, with set operations and set techniques performed in
sequence. Research is conceived now as a process. It does not follow a neat
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pattern but is a messy interaction between the research problem, the design
of the research and data collection and analysis. The complexity of the
research process and the lack of sequence does not threaten good practicein
the conduct of the research. Ethnographic research, which is perhaps the
most chaotic style of research, isthus not impugned by itsflexibility, but has
an advantage in enabling the researcher to make adjustments. However,
careful design is still necessary so that the complexities are expected and
planned for, and last-minute alternatives are anticipated and known. Flexi-
bility or not, modern ethnographers should not be taken unawares.

It follows from the conceptualization of research as a process that data
anaysisand interpretation are not discrete stages, tagged on after data col-
lection is complete and before writing up, but done from the beginning and
interacting with earlier proceduresin the research process. The next chapter
considersdata analysisand interpretation.

Suggested further reading

For general textbooks covering data collection and others aspects of research
practice see;

Berg, B. (1998)Quadlitative Research Methods, 3rd edn. Bogon: Allyn and Bacon.

Gilbert, N. (1993)ResearchingSocid Life London: Sege
Siveman, D. (1997)Quditative Research: Theory, Method and Practice. London:
Soe



4 ) The analysis, interpretation
and presentation of
ethnographic data

Introduction

There are many issues surrounding the analysis, interpretation and presen-
tation of ethnographic data of a technical kind and o deeper theoretical
concern. Beforethese are considered, it isfirst worth reminding ourselves of
someof the qualitiesof ethnographic data, sincethese have a bearingon the
topic of this chapter:

e datacomein theform of extracts of natural language;

¢ they are personal to the researcher;

¢ they can be generalized although they are limited in scope;
¢ they tend to be voluminousin scae.

Although ethnographers can collect and make use of numerate data, ethno-
graphic data take theform of extracts of natural language, such aslong quo-
tations from in-depth interviews, entries from diaries and other personal
documents, extractsfrom observation field notes and transcripts of conver-
sations. Such data are parodied as unsystematic and unrigorous, and while
this common-sense image is false, ethnographic data are personal to the
researcher in a way that numerate data are not. There are at least four
reasonsfor this: the ethnographer isoften participating in, and always heav-
ily involved with, the setting and people under study, rather than detached
and aloof; the understandings that ethnographers develop are based partly
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on introspection — auto-observation — where their own experiences, attitude
changes and feelingswhen in the field become data; ethnographers have to
select from an infinite seriesof events on the basisaf their personal interests;
and the socio-biographical characteristics of the ethnographer compared to
the people in the field can affect what is seen and recorded and how it is
interpreted. Ethnographic data are thus autobiographical data: the obser-
vation of a single individual or several separate individuals, sdectively
recorded, provide a portrait from one person’s vantage point.

Ethnographic data are also limited in value because of small sample size.
The scope of the data can be extended by careful research design in order to
furnish theoretical inferencesand empirical generaizations, but thisis never
as easy as in quantitative research. If ethnographic data are short on scope,
they compensatein the sheer scale and complexity of thedata. A lot of ethno-
graphic data are talk-based, especialy when collected with in-depth inter-
views, participant observation and conversation or discourse anaysis. They
are thus premised on smply watching and listening attentively. What eth-
nographers want to listen to and watch is influenced by whatever it is they
want to find out. Sometimesethnographers have a clear sense o what thisis
beforeentering the field, sometimes not, or their interest changes oncein the
setting. If they are unsure, asyet, about what intereststhem, they go into the
fidd with a broad trawl, collecting data on many things, the significance or
value of which is uncertain for the moment. Sometimes people refrain from
conversationwith the researcher. If in some setting peopleare reluctant to talk
(for examples of which in police research see Westley 1970; Brewer 1991a:
29), in which private one-to-one contact with the ethnographer isavoidedin
preferencefor publicencounters using non-intimatediscourse, ethnographers
must hang around long enough to force peopleto talk (Westley 1970: viii) or
use those naturally occurring momentswhen sensitive topicscome up in con-
versation casualy or can be artfully manufactured to appear asif casual by
using props (seeBox 4.1). Be reassured, however, that the biggest problemis
not trying to get peopleto talk, but stopping them. Talk-based ethnographic
data arevoluminous. | collectedover threethousand pages of typed field notes
in the study of routine policing by the RUC, contained in over half-a-dozen
large box files, and over 92 hours of tape recordings in the ethnography of
crime, plus other fidd notes and material. Bulk and complexity thus both
characterizeethnographic data (Brymanand Burgess 1994: 216).

All these qualities reinforce the importance of proper analysis, interpre-
tation and presentation of ethnographic data. '‘Analysis can be defined as
the processdf bringing order to the data, organizing what is there into pat-
terns, categoriesand descriptiveunits, and looking for relationships between
them; ‘interpretation’ involves attaching meaning and significance to the
analysis, explaining the patterns, categoriesand relationships; while 'presen-
tation' constitutes the act of writing up the data in textual form. Skilful
analysisis needed to work a way through the sheer volume of datain order
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Box 4.1

Extract fromJ D. Brewer, Sensitivity as a problem in field research: a study
ofroutine policingin Northern Ireland, American Behavioral Scientist,vol. 33,
1990, p. 589.

A study of policing in Northern Ireland is aided by the fact that
conversation and social context are so interrelated. Sensitive and
controversial topics often occur naturally in the conversation, or
can be introduced in what appears a casual manner, because the
social context encourages this. Events seen on the television the
night before, read about in the day’s newspaper, or relayed as they
happen in police stations throughout the province, facilitate natural
talk on sensitive topics or can be used as contextually related
props to achieve the same end.

to bring order and structure, so that the patterns, categories and relation-
ships can be discovered. Interpretation is important so that the correct
meaning can be attached to the data by the researcher in away that does jus-
tice to the complexity of the meaningsaof the peoplein thefield. And careful
writing and text is required so that the analysis and interpretation can be
supported with sufficient extracts of natural languagefrom the field, but no
more - or no less - is claimed for the data than the scope of the ethnogra-
pher's personal vantage point permits.

Analysis, interpretation and presentation are partly a matter of practical
and technica know-how, but some theoretical issues need to be addressed
for each aswell. At one time, minimum attention was devoted to data analy-
ds in ethnography (see Fielding and Lee 1998: 2; Huberman and Miles
1998: 179), but it isnow recognized ascentral and addressed in several texts
(see Dey 1993; Bryman and Burgess 1994; Miles and Huberman 1994;
Coffey and Atkinson 1996; Huberman and Miles1998; for an early text see
Lofland 1971). The focus on analysis has been reinforced by the arrival of
computer-assisted qualitative data analysisand management. Some of these
texts are autobiographical, where leading ethnographers describe how they
engaged in analysis (Lofland1974; Bryman and Burgess 1994), but most are
codifications of good practice and provide an exegesis of the theoretical
debate surrounding the process.

Analysis

An ethnographer oncewrote that analysisisnot an exact science (Berg1998:
151). Perhaps not, but it can be systematic and rigorous, and involvessome
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general principles. The first thing to note about analysisis that it is a con-
tinuous process. Given that ethnography is best perceived as a processrather
than a sequence of discrete stages (likeall research), data analysisis simul-
taneous with data collection. Huberman and Miles (1998: 180) define data
analysisas involving three sub-processes. data reduction (selectingunits of
the datafrom thetotal universedf data); data display (assemblingthe infor-
mation in someformat); and conclusion drawing (interpretationof thefind-
ings). This last sub-process has been separated here from analysis. They
stress, however, that these sub-processesoccur beforedata collection (during
research design), during data collection (asinterim analysesare carried out)
and after data collection (developingthe finished analysis). Most ethnogra-
phers would baulk at suggesting that analysis begins before data collection
and, for most, analysis usually begins when the field notes are read and
typed beforethe next visit to thefield, when categories, descriptiveunits and
links between the data appear. It is necessary to keep these initial analytical
ideas (called analytic fidd notes) separate from the data themselves (sub-
stantivefield notes), and not to be bound rigidly by them. Bogden and Biklen
(1982) distinguish between analysisin the field and analysis after data col-
lection, the latter being more general in the codesand categoriesit develops.

Another point to note is that the analytical processvaries dightly in the
different types of ethnography. Data analysiswithin positivist ethnography
remedies the weaknesses of ethnographic compared to numerate data by
constructing objective indicators of insiders understandings and expressing
them in a formal language, almost as a kind of measurement, such as the
development of codes, diagrams and other categories which map the
insider's cultural world asaseries of variables betweenwhich there are sup-
posedly causal links (a good example of which is Huberman and Miles
1998). Theanalysisisdevoted to devel opingthe variablesthat capture social
meanings rather than necessarily 'telling it like it is. With a focus on the
objective indicators rather than the subjective meaning, it is believed that
such studies can be replicated (that is, they are 'reliable’ in the technical
sense of theword) and the 'validity' (initstechnical sense meaning accuracy)
of the objectiveindicators can betested against the objectiveworld they seek
to analyse. Humanistic ethnography also seeksto reconstruct the ‘reality’ of
theinsider's world and construct accurate descriptionsof thisasif from ‘the
inside’. However, analysisin this kind of ethnography is devoted to captur-
ing 'the inside' in the terms which insidersthemselvesemploy, avoiding for-
malistic language and dubious ‘indicators of meaning that are divorced
from the peoplein thefield. Thissort of data analysisallowsthe humanistic
ethnographer to believeit is possibleto convey with accuracy (thatis'valid-
ity") the meaningsof peoplein thefidd under study by remainingtrueto the
meaningsthemselves, by 'telling it likeit is in members own terms. In this
way, redlity’ is captured more objectively by means of greater attention to
the subjective meaningsof people.
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Postmodernist and post postmodernist ethnography deniesthat thereisan
objective reality that can be captured accurately by either distancing the
analysisfrom social meanings(intheform of external indicators) or immers-
ing the analysisin them (by'telling it likeit is). For thiskind of ethnogra-
phy, there are competing versions of reality and multiple perspectives that
the analysis must address. Moreover, the data are seen as created in and
through the interactions that occur between the researcher and peoplein the
field, and analysis must therefore illustrate the situated or context-bound
nature of the multivocal meanings disclosed in the research. Reflexivity is
thusacritical part of the analysisin these types of ethnography, in which the
ethnographer constructs the sense-assembly procedures through which the
datawerecreated, locating them, and therefore the analysis, in the processes
that brought them about. Analysisin these kindsof ethnography thusdirects
itself to the social phenomenon being analysed, but also looks inward:
inward to the sort of relationships developed in the fiddd and the social
characteristics and gender of the researcher and how these related to those
of the peoplein the fied; inward to the time, setting and circumstancesin
which the research was carried out, to the methodology and fieldwork prac-
tice used, the sensitivities and dangers surrounding the topic and location,
and even the broad socio-economicand political situation at thetime of the
research.

Despitethese variations in how analysisis conceived in the different types
of ethnography, there is common ground. As indicated, analysis can be
defined as the process o bringing order to the data (what Huberman and
Milescall data reduction), organizing what isthere into patterns, categories
and descriptiveunits, and looking for relationships between them (datadis-
play), and ethnographers of all type share thisintent. Thereis also a shared
commitment to analyticinduction and grounded theory asgeneral strategies
for analysis, although not necessarily in pure form and often just aslip ser-
vice. Although analytical induction and grounded theory began in positivist
ethnography, in weaker form they have proved useful to ethnographers
generaly. Induction begins with the particular observations, and empirical
generalizations and theory building are bottom-up, moving from the data
themselves. In pure form, however, analytic induction involves a process
where hypotheses are examined against the observations and reformulated
as counter cases are found (seeSeale 1999: 83, for an outline of the stages
of analytic induction). As Bryman and Burgess (1994: 4) note, analytic
induction properly followed is very demanding because the appearance of a
single counter case necessitates further revision of the hypothesis and a
return to the field. For these reasons, ethnography isgenerally committed to
induction only aslip service. Lip serviceisalso given to grounded theory (on
which see Glaser and Strauss1967; Strauss1987; Straussand Corbin 1990,
1998), a similar analytical approach which involvesthe discovery of theory
from the bottom up, building generalizations and inferences from the data
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themselves (thisis discussed in greater detail in the next chapter). This is
done through acomplicated set of proceduresfor memo writing asan initial
form of analysis, developing codes, categoriesand other concepts, and for
‘saturating’ them by testing them against the data. Again, Bryman and
Burgess (1994 5) note that there are very few genuine cases of grounded
theory, but it is evoked frequently as ‘an approving bumper sticker'
(Richards and Richards 1991: 43) to describe the qualitative approach to
data analysis. The stickers are proudly displayed, however, because both
epitomize and evoke the principle that runs through much ethnographic
dataanalysis, whichis'being truetothe datathemselves, although the post-
modern turn makesthese notions seem out of place. Sede (1999: 85) values
the lip service, however, as remindersto ethnographers to be systematic.

Having discussed some of the general issuessurrounding data analysis, it
is necessary to turn to the complex task of describing how it is done. Des-
perate ethnographers are known tocry: '‘How do| begin?Wheredo | begin?
These queries adways arise when ethnographers survey the wondrous
volumeof datathey have collected. The thingsthat begin to focusthe analy-
ssare

« the origina guestions that were generated in the planning stage and
prompted the research in thefirst place;
¢ theinsightsabout analysisthat occurred during data collection.

Further analytical insightscome once analysis proper begins after data col-
lection. They do not comewithout effort. It is best to consider analysisas a
seriesof processesor steps, which are time consuming and laborious but end
up with an exhaustive and comprehensiveanalysis. The steps are:

data management (organizingthe data into manageable units);

coding (indexingthe data into categoriesand themes);

content analysis;

qualitative description (identifyingthe key events, people, behaviour, pro-

viding vignettes and appropriate forms of counting);

e establishing patternsin the data (looking for recurring themes, relation-
ships between the data);

e developingaclassification system of ‘'open codes (lookingfor typologies,
taxonomies and classification schemata which order and explain the
data);

e examining negative case (explainingthe exceptionsand the thingsthat do

not fit the analysis).

It is worth noting that some steps may be inappropriate to one or more
type of ethnography. Even extreme postmodern ethnographers still engage
in analysis, the difference is that they do not impose a strong presence for
the author by suggesting that thereisasingle'true’ analysis. The abovesteps
should not be read as reintroducing the strong authorial presence and the
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single narrative analysis, but whether one analysisor severa, the processof
anaysisneedsto be done along lines suggested by them. The steps are also
described hereasif unassisted by qualitative computer packages. Computer-
assisted data analysisis addressed separately afterwards.

Stepsin ethnographic data analysis

All analysis begins with data management; that is, organizing the data into
manageabl e units so that they do not appear as an amorphous mass. This
beginswith 'index coding'. The data are read and reread in order to code or
index the material. Some ethnographers dislike the word ‘code’ because it
has different connotations in quantitative research and to adopt it flatters
that style of research, although others use it precisely because of this. Two
sortsof ‘codes exist: thefirst are merely index categoriesfor organizing and
retrieving segments of the data; the second are known as 'open codes and
are developed at a later stage of the analysis. The former does not necess
arily fix meaning on the data; this should be left to later stages of coding.
Indexing coding is the simplest and first procedure, and should be done in
conjunction with acontent analysisof the data. One reads through the data
and asksonesdlf what it isthat peoplein thefield (or various field sites) are
saying and doing. For example, the themes that emerged among peoplein
West Belfast in our ethnography o crime (Brewer et al. 1997) included such
things as drugs, joyriding, the paramilitaries and police—public relations.
These things emerged from what people themselves said, and we could
match to this how they acted (say, in dealing with joyriding or in reporting
crimeto the police compared to the paramilitaries; for an analysisof thissee
Brewer et al. 1997). And we could compare these across our two fied sites,
onein largely Catholic West Belfagt, one in largely Protestant East Belfast.
The data thus begin to be ordered into topics, which are labelled and classi-
fied under 'index codes. Note needsto betaken of thelocationsin the data
of every extract that constitutes the code. By this means the ethnographer
knows where every referenceis to an index category or code (say, 'sectari-
anism', 'drugs, ‘joyriding' or whatever).

Data management is not aform of analysis- it merely assistsin organiz-
ing ones way through the volume of data. Yet it can assist the subsequent
steps, such as qualitative description, the identification of patterns and the
formulation of a classification system of '‘open codes to explain the data.
One way it doesthisis by enabling all segments of data for a code or sub-
code to be drawn together by means of scissors and paste or, if on disk, by
meansof aword processor word search. (Hencethe importance of multiple
copies of the datato permit them to be cut and pasted; word processing, of
course, requires multiple copiesfor security reasons only.) Computers will
now also do this task. Drawing together segments of data for a code facili-
tates analysisbecauseit allows codesto becomemore sophisticated by being
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broken into sub-codes: 'sectarianism’, for example, could be broken into 'at
work’, 'on the streets, ‘experiences by victims and so on, with each sub-
code broken down further, say 'sectarianism - experienceby victims- young
people’. Codescan be cross-referenced, so that, say, the sub-code 'joyriding
—reaction of paramilitaries’ can becross-referencedto the code 'punishment
beatings and to the sub-code 'paramilitaries - policing methods, with the
samelocation noted for each. In the past ethnographers would use old-fash-
ioned index cards for each code and sub-code and record every referenceto
it in the data, with appropriate cross-references, although computer soft-
ware packageswill now do this. In this way, there is a gradual shift from
indexing to analysis proper.

After index coding and content analysiscome harder stepsin analysis, yet
qualitative description is probably the easiest and it is best to begin there.
Oned the premier advocatesaof humanistic ethnography, Lofland (1971: 7),
argued that the field researcher's central task was to describe and explain
that which had been observed, and six areas in the field were identified for
description: acts, activities, meanings, participation, relationships and set-
ting. Alternatively, to focusthe qualitative description first address theindex
codesthat have emerged in the content analysis. Read through the data and
find good descriptions of the behaviour and talk that the codes represent.
Discover which bit of the data, for example, is a good description of how
policemen and women deal with drunks who are perceived as non-trouble-
makers compared to other drunks (foran example of such analysissee Box
4.2). This bit isa good description of what the paramilitaries do to persist-
ent joyriders, that bit agood example of what a joyrider saysabout the IRA.
Thisisnot necessarily 'thick description’. Thick description needsto takein
the context of the phenomena described, the intentions and meaningsthat
organizeit and its subsequent evolution or processing; not al data will be
sufficiently recorded to provide 'thick descriptions. But qualitative descrip-
tion as a step in the analysis can highlight those specia parts of the data
where 'thick descriptions' are possible.

Asanother focusfor the qualitative description it is useful to pick out the
key eventsin the field which were ‘focal events for the people under study,
about which comprehensive descriptions should be developed. Key events
are of many kinds. festivals and celebrations, life eventslike birth, marriage
or death, momentsof specia significanceto the group or noteworthy activi-
ties. Specia times in the calendar may be important as a measure of the
activitiesand socia meanings of people in the field. For example, it was
especially important for me to see how the overwhelmingly Protestant RUC
did police work on the night of 11 July, when Protestants generally hold
bonfires (even on the public highway) to celebrate their culture, which in
hard-line Loyalist areas usualy results at best in considerable rowdiness,
drunkenness and damage, and at worst in sectarian violenceand murder (the
three Quinn brothers were burnt alive in their beds on 11 July 1998 after
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Box 4.2

Extract from J.D. Brewer, Inside the RUC: Routine Policingin a Divided Society
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), with K. Magee, pp. 77-8.

Easton’s section police have two sets of primary typifications: one
for categorisingtrouble-makers, the other the abnormal. Criminals
and other trouble-makersare widely referred to as 'gougers. The
term is flexible in that it refers to known criminals as well as others
who look or act as if they have a potential for crime . .. Local
knowledge is one important influence on the application of the
typification .. . But it is not the only influence. Middle class notions
of respectability enable policemen and women 'to tell just by
looking at someone whether there's something suspicious about
them' and 'to be able to recognise the decent member of the
public' (Field notes, 20/6/87, p. 20). For example, a drunken woman
was brought into the station one night after assaulting a
policewoman and for using very abusive language, but she was
allowed home uncharged after spending a night in the cells: she was
even allowed to leave early enough in the morning to avoid all but
the milkman from seeing her arrive home in a police vehicle. Talking
about the woman, a policewoman said, 'she was a clean person
wasn't she?She wasn't the usual gouger element type. She was
probably just seeking attention." The injured policewoman added
'she just needed someone to talk to | think' (Field notes, 25/9/87,
p. 24). Through remarks like these the police were normalising the
behaviour to distinguish it from that which can be expected from
gougers.

thugs decided to harass Catholics on a mixed housing estate). Key people
may also warrant specia attention for qualitative description, and the data
should be analysed to identify the key playersin the group or setting. Por-
traits of the characters can then be used as part of the qualitative descrip-
tion. These key people may be selected becausethey areleadersor important
to the group for some other reason, or ordinary members chosen smply
because they exemplify some relevant point.

This description can go beyond key players. Case analyses can be pro-
vided of amost anything inthedata. Some particular teacher, classor school
may be worth picking out for fuller qualitative description in some ethnog-
raphy on education; or some particular church or congregation in an
ethnography of the new church movement. These act like case analysesand
can be written up for specia description as vignettes (theword is used not
in the sense of giving peoplereal or hypothetical storiesto generate data but
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as micro analyses of some feature of the data). Thus, it is worth looking
through the data to see if there are any special cases of the phenomena that
can provide an interesting vignette for more detailed qualitative description.
The case analysis could be a single person, group, critical event or com-
munity that in some way exemplifies or illustrates the phenomena under
study. For example, in building an analysis of ordinary crime in a society
torn by civil unrest and terrorism, it wasimportant to pull out from the data
vignettes of specific crimes which demonstrate Belfast to be like anywhere
dse, despiteits history of sectarian violence (domesticviolence, theft and so
on), and those crimes that pointed to differences (joyriding, the relative
absence of drug-related crime). We also pulled out processesfor qualitative
description that were unique to Belfagt (theinvolvement of paramilitariesin
crime or their policing role in crime management) and those that occur
everywhere (reporting behaviour, fear of crimeand so on).

It is worth recalling that qualitative description can be facilitated by
assigning numbers to the data and engaging in elementary forms of count-
ing. Not al events, behaviours or forms o talk are countable - those that
are tend to be unambiguous, well defined and often trivial. But numberscan
enhance analysis by avoiding anecdotalism (Silverman 1993: 163) and,
where possible, simple counting techniquesshould be used to enumerate the
frequency of examples, cases or whatever, although this will not have the
power of full statistical analysis. However, numerical data collected by other
methods than fieldwork, such as a survey, in a triangulation of techniques,
can beincorporated in the anaysis.

Qualitative description is not the end result of the analysis. Within the
humanist tradition of ethnography, to describewas often to explain, and to
describe meant to reproduce 'the structure, order and patternsfound among
aset of participants (Lofland1971: 7): telling it like it was. The positivist
ethnographer wanted more; the postmodern one deniesthat thisis possible.
But for al ethnographers, analysisrequiressearchingfor the patternswithin
the data and explaining the relationships between segmentsof data. It isthe
status these patterns have and whose patterns they are that postmodern,
reflexive ethnographers query (they see the patterns as situated by the
relationship between researcher and researched and as having the status of
only onetelling among several possible ones). The positivist-scientific ethno-
grapher usually went further and built on top a complicated classification
systemthat 'told it likeit was, but inthelanguagedf the analyst not the par-
ticipant, and that rendered members' subjective meaningsinto an analyst’s
objective model. But searching for patternsiscommon ground (Brymanand
Burgess1994: 6, refer to this obsession with patterns as the 'pattern modédl'
of analysis). Fetterman (1998: 92) describes this step of analysisas search-
ing for patterns of thought and action repeated in various situations and
with various players, comparing, contrasting and sorting categories and
minutiae until a discernible pattern of thought or behaviour becomes
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identifiable. Connections between the data emerge as one looks for regu-
larities and variations in the data and between the categories used to code
them. Correlations between the categoriescan thereby be identified, extend-
ingthe dataanalysis. Therewill be patterns o several thingswithin the data,
and severd patternsto identify — the postmodern ethnographer would argue
there are several competing patternsof the samething - so that patterns may
haveto be compared and perhaps placed within a broader matrix of an over-
arching pattern. This is why Dey (1993: 47) likens patterns to building
blocks, which are assembled and reassembledin different ways until the fin-
ished product is complete, although note that postmodern ethnographers
contend that the finished product is never the definitive version. Advocates
of computer-assisted analysis use the analogy of a tree to describethe same
process.

From these patterns comes the classification system the analyst uses to
conceptualize (andperhaps theorize) the data. Initially thisislittle more than
an extension of codes, although more abstract conceptualizations are poss-
ibleat alater stage. Sometimes these concepts are new and original; mostly
ethnographers relate their data to pre-existing notions (Brymanand Burgess
1994: 7). The development of typol ogiesand taxonomies isa more common
result of ethnographic data analysis than theory generation. Within tax-
onomies sub-groups are delineated within a general category or different
categories are related under a general classification schema. Ken Pryce’s
ethnography of West Indian life in the St Paul's district of Bristol in the
1970s offersa good example. He argued that West Indiansfaced astructural
circumstancein terms of socio-economic position and racial discrimination
(referred to graphically as 'dave labour' and 'shit work'), which led to two
responsesor 'life orientations, which he called the ‘expressive-disreputable
and the 'stable-law abiding' orientations (for a summary see Pryce 1979:
267-78). The first essentialy rejected these circumstances; the second
accommodated itsalf to them. Within each life orientation, however, there
were different lifestyles, representing the different ways of living and adap-
tations of West Indians in the area. Within the expressive-disreputable
orientation Pryce identified 'hustlers (who thieved, pimped off prostitutes
and engaged in hedonistic criminal behaviour) and ‘teenyboppers (who
absorbed anti-authority black Rastafarian culture). The stable law-abiding
orientation had 'proletarian respectables (God-fearing,working-classpeople
who wanted to 'get on'), 'saints (Pentecostal and absorbed in religion),
'mainliners (middleclass, semi-professional and white-collar workers who
were 'getting on’) and 'in-betweeners (consciousof being black but essen-
tially young middle classwho would 'get on"). This was a complicated tax-
onomy, but even simpler classificationscan be useful for organizing material,
developing categories and variations within them and establishing linkages
between categories. Such classification systems can be used to assist expla
nation and build theory.
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| confessto a penchant for taxonomies and typologies. In thecourse of my
observational study of routine policing by the RUC, | was interested in
understanding the problems faced by policewomen as women in the highly
masculine environment of a police station in Northern Ireland. | developed
a classification system that categorized two types of policewomen, each
handling their femininity differently, and having different patterns of behav-
iour and responsesto masculine police occupational culture. | later elabor-
ated the types by using the metaphor of Hercules's ninth labour and referred
to the types as the Amazons and Hippolytes (see Brewer 1991b). More
recently, based on in-depth interview research and documentary analysis, |
developed a classification system for understanding linkagesand variations
in the phenomena of anti-Catholicism in Northern Ireland (see Brewer
1998; Brewer and Higgins 1999). Anti-Catholicism is a general cultural
motif in Northern Ireland, with strong historical roots and many contem-
porary cultural representations. It is part of the sectarian culture of the
place, and like many cultural symbolsit can beimbibed unreflectively, with-
out thought or systematicformulation, and reproduced unthinkingly in lan-
guage with no maliciousor discriminatory intent. Where anti-Catholicismis
unsystematic at the level of ideasand not reflected in behaviour | described
it as 'passive anti-Catholicism' — the kind that some Protestants have trans-
mitted to them as part of their social learning but which remains as a cul-
tural backdrop, rarely articulated or enacted. 'Active anti-Catholicism' is
something different and representsafully formulated structure of ideas, lan-
guage and behaviour. | developed a taxonomy of three modesof active anti-
Catholicism, called the covenantal, secular and Pharisaic modes. | plotted
them on two axes or continuums: theological content (high to low) and
political content (highto low). This representation of the various modes of
anti-Catholicism neatly captured the paradox of the process, in that it can
be grounded in an interpretation of Scripture (covenantal and Pharisaic
modes), which may (covenantal mode) or may not (Pharisaic mode) have
political expression, and also be relatively devoid of theology and highly
political (secular mode), emphasizingan approach to politics much like one
of the more theological modes (thecovenantal). Each mode had a common
structure, with its own set of foundational ideas on which it was premised,
using a characteristic form of rhetoric by which to expressanti-Catholicism,
emphasizing different thingsin the articulation of anti-Catholicism, appeal-
ing to a different primary constituency and having different implicationsfor
relationshipswith Catholics. Not only did this classification schemeassistin
describing the phenomenon, it helped to explain the process by identifying
variations and linkages.

Classificationis a conceptual process (Dey 1993: 44-5) and isclearly part
of the process o interpretation by which meaning is brought to the data by
the analyst. To classify isto break down the data into bitsthat relate together
as classes that comprise concepts. This may involve a novel ordering or an
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exigting classification system used by someone else, but it is aways classifi-
cation for a purpose. Classification schemes are not neutral (Dey 1993:
46), for theethnographer isguided by the purposeat hand, the research objec-
tives and personal whims. Postmodern ethnographers would consider such
schemataas personal to the researcher anyway and context-bound to the cir-
cumstancedf the research, although this would not prevent postmodern eth-
nographersdevel opingthem aslong astheir status was understood. The other
typesd ethnography are much keener on classificationsystems. Positivisteth-
nographers enthusiastically endorse such schemata as a way of objectifying
social meanings, but humani sticethnographers would wish to ensure that the
classification system did not inhibit the faithful representation of people's
meanings and understandings. Thus, it is important to distinguish between
indigenous classification schemes, used by the participants themselves and
incorporating their terminology, and researcher-led schematasthat are devel-
oped by the analyst and use terminology that is not native to the participants.
Humanistic ethnographers might develop a researcher-led classification
scheme but would till ground it in the social redlity they see it faithfully
capturing. Positivigt type ethnographers, however, would rarely stay with
indigenous systemsof classification.

Indigenous classificationschematasare anormal part of the data and ana-
lysts may or may not want to remain with this system. In his account of
social phenomenology, Alfred Schutz (1967)claimed that peoplein everyday
life routinely developed classification schemesin order to cope with its com-
plexity and ambiguity. Thus, membersin the field can be expected to have
developed their own common-sense categories and classificatory schemata
to comprehend the world. My RUC research offersa good example. Police-
men and women are membersof aclose-knit occupational world with a dis-
creteculture and alsofaceaworld which hasgreat variability and confusion,
and considerabl e attention has been focused on the indigenousclassificatory
schemata, typol ogiesand taxonomies they use to accomplish police work. It
has been one of the central preoccupations of ethnographic police research.
These idedlizations are referred to by Holdaway (1983: 63-4) as their
'mental map'; Kathleen Magee and | referred to it as their ‘cognitive map'
(Brewer 1991a: 75-82). The classificatory schemata of the policemen and
women we studied includetypol ogiesfor categorizing people, distinguishing
between 'gougers (trouble-makers and criminals) and 'ordinary decent
people, which was applied to the people they encountered and particularly
to Catholics in order to determine those Catholics who could be trusted.
These constituted what we called 'primary’ classifications, that formed
major categoriesin their map, but there wasan array of ‘secondary’ onesfor
classifying people they encountered lessrarely. There were also schematato
contrast typesof policework, different kinds of police station and different
kinds of managers. Wefelt we could not improveon these schemata, or their
vocabulary, and used them wholesale.
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The fina step in anaysis is searching for negative cases, what Becker
(1998: 207) cdls deviant cases. This is a fundamental part of analytical
induction, and even though the commitment to this analytical procedure is
of the bumper-sticker variety, inductiveanalysisof any kind should seek out
and account for negative cases. It takestheform of what Becker (1998: 307)
callsa kind of 'not-so-rigorous analytic induction' (for an account of how
Becker himself used deviant cases see Becker 1970: 53). It is never enough,
Coffey and Atkinson (1996: 191) write, to illustrate good ideas with sup-
portive examples. there must be systematic scrutiny of all the evidence.
Sometimes the negative cases result in the modification of the original
formulation, but they often strengthen the analysis by illustrating the com-
plexity of the phenomenon and the researcher's reluctance to engage in an
easy gloss over difficult evidence (for an account of deviant casesin conver-
sation analysis see Perakyla1997). There are aways exceptionsto the rule
in everyday life, and classification systems will always leave things that do
not fit. To the postmodern ethnographer this is a virtue because all
researchersoffer partial explanations of areality that cannot be captured in
asingle account, although to call them 'negative’ or 'deviant’ invests one of
the analyseswith an authority they would dispute. Hammersley and Gomm
(1997), for example, while recognizing in postmodern fashion that all
research is a construct, argue that examining negative cases can guard
against error and personal bias. Negative cases are aso a virtue to other
kinds of ethnography because confronting them improves the correspon-
dence of the analysisto the redlity it seeksto represent.

Computer-assisted data analysis

It was confidently asserted in 1993 that the days of scissors and paste were
over because of the arrival of computers (Dey 1993: xi). Others query the
value of computers to substitute for the ethnographer's imagination and
insight (Okely 1994}, and they are only as good as the data that are entered
by the ethnographer. Fetterman, himself an exponent of computers and the
Internet, writes that computers 'till require the eyes and the ears of the
ethnographer to determine what to collect and how to record it as well as
how to interpret the data’ (Fetterman 1998: 84). They have tremendous
value, however, although the claim that computers assist theory and concept
generation isexaggerated, or, at least, they do these thingsonly indirectly by
improved data management.

Exponents of computer-assisted qualitative analysis (seeFielding and Lee
1991,1998; Richards and Richards1994,1998; Kele 1995) argue that the
move from filing cabinets, photocopiers, scissorsand pots of paste to com-
puters improves three things. data management; concept and theory gener-
ation; and the emulation of the natural science model of social research.
Data management in ethnography is problematic because of the volume of
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data collected and their different sources, which include transcripts, field
notes, extractsfrom personal documents, diariesand video or audio record-
ings, much of which is redundant or will become non-relevant for the pur-
pose at hand. Manual procedures to index this data are slow and laborious;
the computer offers speed, efficiency and comprehensiveness. The code and
retrieve process in computer software packages allows the researcher to
label passagesof data, collate identically labelled passages and retrieve the
collation at the pressaf a button.

Computers, it isargued, also offer greater effectivenessthan manual pro-
ceduresin data management because the enhanced code and retrieve process
improves concept and theory generation. Two well known advocates
recently wrote that computers assisted in the discovery of unrecognized
ideasand concepts, in the construction and exploration of explanatory links
between the data and in overall understanding (Richards and Richards
1998: 213; seeaso Kelle1997). Theory construction isacreative enterprise,
not a mechanical one, but theory emergence is not. Given that theory
emerges from the interweaving of ideas, categories and concepts into yet
further abstractions, computer-assisted code and retrieve procedures facili-
tate the handling of codesand the exploration of links which later creativity
on the part of the researcher can construct into theories. AsFielding and Lee
(1998: 58) stress, this stretches the capabilities of qualitative research in a
way that mechanical analytical methods cannot match. The analytical pro-
cedures behind some theory or conceptual account can be trailed or logged
by a subsequent person, thusallowing, for thefirst time, qualitative research
to be replicated. Team analysis is also more feasible with the use of com-
puters. Therefore, they assert, qualitative research has its acceptability and
credibility enhanced by the use of computers, making it appear more scien-
tific and thus allowing practitioners more leverage with policy-makers and
funders (Fieldingand Lee 1998: 58-9). Dey (1993: 4) believes that the rap-
prochement between qualitative and quantitative research styles is easier
with the use of computer-assisted qualitative data analysis packages.

The arrival of word processors for inputting and retrieving text marked
the beginnings of computers in qualitative research. There are now nearly
twenty dedicated qualitative analysis programs, many in several versions,
and exponents have an umbrella group, CAQDA (Computer Assisted
Qualitative Data Analysis), to lobby and evangelize. Some programs are
little better than word search facilities on word processors and require, as
Fielding (1993)put it, 'a very light touch' by the analyst, being confined to
simple, albeit rapid, text retrieval (such as SONAR). But other packages,
notably NUDIST and The ETHNOGRAPH, are said to transform quali-
tative data analysis. Weitzman and Miles (1995)distinguish three kinds of
software: code and retrieve packages, code-based theory building pro-
grams; and concept network builders (the latter making more advanced
claims for data linkages). The ETHNOGRAPH was probably the first
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dedicated qualitative analysis package, and was developed in the early
1980s. It is a code and retrieve package, substituting for cutting and past-
ing, but it does not allow simultaneous accessto datafiles by multiple users
and is not suited to complex forms of analysis. NUDIST is probably the
best known. Developed by the husband and wife team of Thomas and
Lyn Richards in Australia, NUDIST has overtaken other programs, like
HyperRESEARCH, HyperSoft, Kwalitan and Textbase Alpha (Fielding
and Lee 1998: 15). Each has its adherents, although Atlas-ti is closest to
NUDIST in function and popularity. NUDIST is specificaly designed for
multi-access use, provides audit trails of coding and retrieving for subse-
quent replication and testing, links to the SPSSX quantitative analysis pro-
gram and, above al, assists in the emergence of concepts and theories
through its rather daunting 'tree structures' (or hierarchies) that build
codes up into greater levels of abstraction. It permits the manipulation of
very large segments of data (ideal for long field notes) and allows for the
handling of much more data, but is very difficult to learn. (CAQDAS pro-
vides training in some packages, especially NUDIST.) A thorough dis-
cussion of the relative merits and capabilities of each package is provided
by Fielding and Lee (1991: Resources Appendix), Barry (1998)and, more
briefly, Fielding (1993). Fetterman (1998: 82) provides an excellent profile,
which isreproduced as Table 4.1.

The process of data analysisand subsequent theory building in programs
like NUDIST and HyperRESEARCH works as follows. Data like field
notes, extracts from personal documents, transcriptsof interviewsand so on
are converted into text (or ASCII files if transporting text from another
document). Data can then be retrieved by searching for key wordsor strings
of words, or by labelling segmentsof data by a code based on their meaning
and then searching for the code. Documents can thereafter be created of al

Table4.1 Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis packages

Program Operation

Word processors, Metamorph, Text retrieval viaword or phrasesearch
Orbis, Sonar, The Text Collector,
Word-Cruncher, ZyINDEX

AskSam, Folio VIEWS Tabletop, MAX  Organizingand sorting text
HyperQal2, Kwdlitan, QUALPRO, Find and digdlay coded data, retrieve

Martin, The ETHNOGRAPH coded data
AQAD, HyperRESEARCH,NUDIST  Theory generation
Atlasti, MECA, SemNet Theory tegting

Source: Fetterman (1998: 82).
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material under the code or string of words. The document can be manipu-
lated by develbpingfurther codesthat identify variations in the root code or
parallelswith other codes. Code refinement followsin tandem with further
levels of data analysis as categories, sub-categories, typologies and tax-
onomies emerge to classify the data. The coding system can be modified
during the analysis, new codes inserted to describe overlapping coded seg-
ments and changes made to the boundaries of the text segments as code
refinement occurs. The data can be manipulated on screen to form a hierar-
chical tree structure to enable researchers to visualize how the pieces fit
together. This setsthe possibility for patterns to be identified, for data to be
sorted and compared, and for patternsand modelsto emergeat aglance: the
things ethnographers used to do in their heads they can now see on screen
(Fetterman 1998: 98). The parallel between this and grounded theory (at
least, in its pure form) is noted by severa commentators (Lonkila 1995;
Coffey et al. 1996).

Critics remain unconvinced however. At best, many packages are com-
puter-based storage and retrieval systems rather than forms of analysis as
such (seeCoffey et al. 1996: 6-7; in response see Richards 1999). Coding is
not aform of analysis, and coding and computing carry the danger of impos-
ing a spurious scientific gloss to qualitative research. Coffey et al. (1996)
give severa warnings. Computer-assisted analysis risks becoming the new
orthodoxy, with ethnographers uncritically adopting a set of strategies that
becometaken for granted. Coding can be overemphasized. It is not the only
way to manage and manipulate data and it excludes a more ‘fine grained
hermeneuticanalysis (Lonkilal995: 49) wherein meaningsemergein aless
mechanistic and more interpretative fashion. This is something Richards
(1999: 13) denies, arguing that better accessis provided to the data by the
software's ability to manipulate masses of data, ensuring none are left un-
attended. But critics contend that computers risk losing the ethnographer's
‘fed' for the data and thus threaten the humanistic intent to capture the
phenomenon in its own terms. 'In our view', Coffey et a. (1996: 7) write,
‘qualitative research is not enhanced by poor imitations of other research
styles. Analytic procedures which appear rooted in standardised, often
mechanistic procedures are no substitute for genuinely "grounded™" engage-
ment with the data." The analytical 'gold standard' provided by computers
aso runs counter to the postmodern trends which stressthe multiple voices
and perspectivesthat exist in the data and thus both the plurality of analy-
ses that are possible and the different modes of textual presentation. The
modernist tendency which computer-assisted qualitative data analysis rep-
resents thus offends postmodern sensibilities. For this reason, Coffey et al.
(1996) advocate computing strategies that are not code and retrieve pro-
cedures but that experiment with the textual presentation of data through
hypertext and hypermedia programs. In essence, they write, the underlying
ideas of hypertext are smple. The reader's relationship to a given text need
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not be restricted to alinear reading in a predetermined sequence. Computers
facilitate experimentation by allowing readers to become authors of their
own reading as they create pathways through the data by browsing, cross-
referencesand other interactive procedures (discussed below).

Thechief complaint of the critics of CAQDASI s not Ludditefear of new
technology (something which Richards 1999: 11-12 claims), but that its
use is mainly restricted to coding and retrieval (and whatever analytical
task isdependent on coding and retrieval). There is much besides. Not only
can computers be used to experiment with the presentation of text, they
give us access to the Internet. The net's relevanceis not so much to analy-
sis, although Fetterman (1998: 72) describes it as the most powerful
resource available to ethnographers. There are several tasks in the research
process which the Internet can facilitate, such as searches for topics when
undertaking a preliminary bibliographical search, by using either onecof the
various 'search engines (acollection of specified web sites and resources)
or a special bibliographical holding like BIDS; it is even possible to enter
library catalogues and encyclopaedias. There is a specia bibliographical
site for social scientists maintained by the Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC)in the United Kingdom at <http://www.regard.ac.uk>. The
various 'chat’ services (found under any search engine) and discussion lists
(alist of e-mail addresses for exchange of messages) can be used to conduct
interviews or share notes or preliminary ideas; some users will be random
members of the public, but discussion lists can be specialized and may be
used as data sources or as sounding boardsamong colleagues. Locating dis-
cussion lists can be problematic, but some among serious academics and
researchers may be found at the Directory of Scholarly and Professional E-
Conferences: <http: //www.n2h2.com/KOVACS/>. Some sites will contain
useful data. Many government and official documents are now accessible
on the web, mostly for free, and on-line electronic journalscan be accessed,
such as Sociological Research Online, <http:llwww.socresonline.org.uwW
socresonline/>. An American equivalent is The Qualitative Report, at
<http://www.nova.edu/sssQW>. Many public bodies have their own web
siteswith useful material about themselves, including, for example, annual
reports. Census material and officia statistics are easy to locate for most
countries. There are also several data archiveson the web. The ESRCin the
UK hasadata archive at <http://155.245.254.47>, which storesthe largest
collection of computer readable data in the social sciencesin the United
Kingdom. An American equivalent is the University of California’s Social
Science Data Extraction site, at <http://sun3.lib.uci.edu/~dtsang/ext.htms>.
Even more relevant to ethnography is the Qualitative Data Archive at the
University of Essex <http://www.essex.ac.uk/qualidata>, which preserves
primary qualitative data that can be used for secondary research (seeBox
4 3 for an illustration of what the web home page looks like for the ESRC
qualitative data archive). In planning ethnographic research, it is wiseto
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carry out a search of its holdings just to see what has been done. What is
more, all these resources can be accessed from the field whilein location as
long as the researcher has a laptop computer with modem and accessto a
telephone line. Fetterman (1998: 74) is an advocate of using the Internet in
ethnographic research and has a special web site for ethnographers with
information, resources and links to other relevant sites. The address is
<http://www.stanford.edu/~davidf/ethnography.html>. But perhaps the
best resource is Stuart Stein's recent book (Stein 1999), which not only
explains how the Internet can be used in learning, teaching and research,
but also contains a host of web sitesin the social sciences and humanities
from across the globe, and is essential reading for any social researcher.

Interpretation

A postmodern ethnographer once declared that 'in the social sciencesthere
is only interpretation’, for nothing speaks for itsdf (Denzin 1998: 313).
Interpretation is the processwhereby the ethnographer attaches meaning to
the data. In realist versions, ethnographers disclose their understanding and
explanation of the phenomenon using the single, authoritative author's
voice. In postmodern terms, ethnographers disclose the multiple meanings
and voicessurrounding the phenomenon. Thereisvery littleto be said about
interpretation, sinceit isacreativeenterprisethat dependson theinsight and
imagination of the ethnographer. It is not mechanical but requires skill,
imagination and creativity. It does not occur separately from analysisbut is
simultaneous with post-indexing stagesin the analytical process. Thisiswhy
advocates of computer-assisted ethnographic data analysis contend that
their software assistsin interpretation as well, because 'the exploration of
meanings in the data demands data management methods that support
insight and discovery, encourage recognition and development of categories
(Richards and Richards 1998: 214). Post-index forms of coding are thus
part of the interpretative process. Luddites or other critics, especialy those
postmodernists who resist the positivist thrust behind computer-assisted
data analysis, prefer to seeinterpretation as an art rather than a mechanical
process (seeDenzin 1998: 314). But even postmodernist ethnographers have
to engage in interpretation and to ‘construct’ a reading or readings of an
event. They suggest only that theinterpretation is but one of severa possible
talesor readings, includingthe members own narratives; interpretationsare
stories, there is no single interpretative truth.

However, some things are less true than others. Anti-realist ethnogra-
phers like Hammersley accept the postmodern moment that ethnography
findsitsdf in, but do not wish to abandon the search for truth statements.
All but the most radical postmodern ethnographers are committed to
establishing truthful knowledge claims. AsHammersley (1990: 60) putsit,
'no knowledge is certain, but knowledge claims can be judged reasonably
accurately in terms of their likely truth." But likely truth can be judged
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against many standards (whichis the postmodernist's point). Two in par-
ticular are important: the ethnographer's understanding and the members
in the field. This requires ethnographers to do five things when interpret-
ing findings:

e check their interpretations with membersto ensure peoplein thefield find
them truthful (sinceeven a postmodernist 'reading’ needs to correspond
to something outside the ethnographer's head);

¢ in developing this interpretation, ethnographers none the less adopt a
critical attitude towardswhat memberssay (sincepeople may deliberately
try to deceive);

e |ook for and seek alternative explanations, even if only to dismiss them,
since this shows how deeply the material has been thought about;

e keep methods and data in context, since interpretations are tied to the
methods used;

e represent the polyphony of voices in the field (sincethere will be many
versionsof truth among members, even if the ethnographer has developed
their own).

The first four requirements are associated with positivist and humanistic
types of ethnography, and have along tradition of endorsement lyingin the
naive realist intent to provideaconvincinginterpretation. In Bruyn's (1966)
humanistic approach to ethnography, one index of the subjective adequacy
of the researcher's interpretation was 'socia consensus, in which group
members checked the findings. Hughes (1976) understood verifiability of
findings to be achieved when the ethnographer could communicate mem-
bers knowledge to them and pass as an ordinary member. Member vali-
dation forms a significant part of Seale’s (1999: 61-72) discussion of
research practice, where he identifies three main kinds. checking interpre-
tations by their power to predict members' future behaviour; the researcher
trying out the interpretations by engagingin behaviour that passesasthat of
a member of the setting; and asking membersto judge the adequacy of the
interpretations, either by their evaluation of the fina report or by getting
them to comment on the interpretations. The originsaf this go further back
to Schutz (1964: 64) and his 'postulate of adequacy' (foran account of the
postulate see Carroll 1982). The problem for Schutz was to ensure that the
researcher's interpretations (what he called 'second order constructs) were
true to the members common-sense interpretations (what he called ‘first
order constructs). This was achieved by relating the researcher's con-
ceptualization back to the data it attempts to explain and describe. Carroll
(1982) suggested that this postulate was satisfied when researchersreferred
their interpretation - their models, taxonomies, typologiesand explanatory
categories- back to the subjectsto achieve a negotiated account. Wallis and
Bruce (1983) argued that this should be a general process for researchers
who wish to'account for action’, and Bruce (1992)put it into practicein his
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ethnographic study of the Loyalist paramilitary group known as the Ulster
Defence Association, when he checked facts and interpretations with the
gunmen, partly to protect himself, partly to protect accuracy. | did the same
with my analysisof former membersof the British Union of Fascistswhen |
went back totheinformants (seeBox 4.4). | had developed an interpretation
of their membership based around thethemedf crisis, which| felt madetheir
membership to them a rational sequence of means-ends, and | gave them
the opportunity to respond to this interpretation. Not only did this supply
further data, it enabled meto meet the 'postulate of adequacy' (discussedin
Brewer 1984b: 755-7).

The case of the former fascistsillustrates well, however, that despite the
injunction to engage in member validation, researchers should not take
what members say at face value or uncriticaly, for they can deceive, mis-
represent or simply be plain wrong-headed. Moreover, peopl€e's accounts
are often full of contradictions and inconsistencies that need to be rep-
resented and explored. Thisisnot to support the realist notion that there is

Box 4.4

Extract from an interview with a former member of the British Union of
Fascists in which | discussed with him my interpretation of people's
membership, dated |7 October 1974. His remarks both confirmed my
interpretation as one true to his 'first-order constructs' and supplied
additional useful illustrative material.

Yes, my support was connected with a crisis, which | perceived and
which | summed up in 1939 &s 'all is finished'. The relationship
between crisis and the BUF was that the BUF came into being in a
social and artificial economic crisis. It emerged through the decay
of the old order as all other good and bad revolutions emerge.

In an interview on 28 November 1974, | asked him to clarify his earlier
expression 'all is finished'. He said:

Clearly the old order, the character of the people, society and
outlook generally had gone. The 1914-18 war was the end of
constructive living, the 1939 war the end of intelligent living. From
the declaration of war in 1939 the old order changed, never to
return . ..it was replaced by world chaos, infamy and despair.
Famine and pestilence is prevalent. In savagery and debasement,
wars beget wars . ..Those who brought sanity, prosperity in areal
sense, and true happiness, have been discredited, abused, maligned,
mentally tortured or liquidated. Indeed, all is finished.
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a singleinterpretative truth. There are multiple interpretations in the field
that need to be captured in the ethnographer's representation of the
polyphony of voices, but sometimespeople are wrong in the truth they hold
or try to conceal the truth they hold by saying something else. The post-
modernist commitment to multivocality still requiresthat an assessment be
made of the veracity of what a voice says when it conflicts with other
voices. Thisiswhat Hammerdley (1990: 73) means when he saysthat, even
within his anti-realist approach (called subtle realism), ethnographers
remain obliged to make reasonable judgementsabout the likely validity of
any member's claim, as manifested in their plausibility and credibility.
Ethnography should not just be a celebration of the knowledge of members
on the basisthat they are insiders, or remain content merely to map mem-
bers competing accounts in a polyphony of different readings. Douglas
(1976) suggeststhat ethnographers should test members' accounts against
reliable evidence and check them against both what other people say and
what can be experienced and observed. This is something Hammersley
(1990: 61-3) considers essential to the methodological position he cals
subtle realism, where interpretations must be assessed by their plausibility
and credibility, among other things. Fielding (1993: 165) urges that an
ethnographer's interpretations should maintain the fine balance between
appreciation and being conned.

It isalso important to keep methods and data in context when interpret-
ing the findings. Data are contextually tied to the methods used to collect
them, the location of the study and the context in which the research was
done, so that interpretations are limited by these factors. Whilethisistrue
of al stylesof research, the restricted vision of ethnographers requires that
they should avoid claiming too much for their data. Realist and post-
modern ethnographers would agree on this. A qualitativestudy of crimein
East and West Belfast does not enable the ethnographer to interpret crime
in Downpatrick or Delhi, unlessthe groundsfor thisare clearly established
beforehand. Anissuesuch asthis highlightstheimportance of reflexivity on
the part of ethnographers when interpreting the results and writing them

up.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity and the writing-up process are inseparable; so much so that
Hertz’s (1997) collection examined 'reflexivity' and 'voice, with reflexivity
being described as a concern with how the selves and identities of the
researcher and researched affect the research process (seealso Davies 1999),
and voice being the textual representation of the multiplicity of perspectives
o subjects in the field. But then, so are reflexivity and interpretation in-
tegrally bound together, since the attribution of meaning to the data needs
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to be done reflexively. Reflexivity thus acts as a bridge between interpre-
tation and the process by which it is conveyed in text, and is discussed here
before the final section on presentation and writing up results.

Reflexivity involves reflection by ethnographers on the social processes
that impinge upon and influence data. It requires acritical attitude towards
data, and recognition of the influence on the research of such factorsasthe
location of the setting, the sensitivity of the topic, power relations in the
fidd and the nature of the social interaction between the researcher and
researched, all of which influence how the data are interpreted and con-
veyed in writing up the results. Reflexivity thus affects both writing up the
data (called representation) and the data's status, standing and authority
(caled legitimation). It is associated with the idea that ethnographic rep-
resentationsof reality are partial, partisan and selective, and thus with anti-
realist and postmodernist denials that there is a perfectly transparent or
neutral way to represent the social world (or the natural one). It is, there-
fore, afundamental part of the postmodern, post-positivist type of ethnog-
raphy. However, ethnographers disagree as to whether reflexivity threatens
the quality of ethnographic data, or improvesit; whether it is the problem
or the solution.

We now livein what is known asthe 'reflexive turn' within ethnography.
Criticswho wish to reassert some of the old certainties in ethnography con-
tend that thisis a card 'now being played too regularly in the social sci-
ences (Silverman1997a: 239). While reflexivity isa much-used word, it is
aso much abused (on its meanings see Babcock 1980; May 1998, 1999).
The variety of its usage owes a lot to the diverse origins of the term, for it
isassociated with the 1960s radical critique of sociology, feminist critiques
of research methodology, social studies of scientific knowledge and only
more recently with anti-realism and postmodernism in anthropology and
sociology (May 1998: 8-9 links it to fundamental theoretical debates
about the nature of action and structure). However, as Altheide and John-
son (1998: 285) remark, the main meaning of reflexivity is that the scien-
tific observer ispart and parcel of the setting, context and culture he or she
is trying to understand and represent (seeaso Davies 1999: 7). But the
implications of this vary for different aspects of the research process. A
review of these antecedents shows two implications as giving the most
concern: the authority that can be claimed of the data (the problem of
legitimation) and its effectson the writing-up process (theproblem of rep-
resentation). Reflexivity to some ethnographers is thus the problem: as
part of the social world under study, ethnographers produce situated
knowledgethat is partial, threatening the legitimation of the data and their
representation. To others, reflexivity is aso the solution: by making
explicit the partial nature of the data and the contingencies into which any
representation must be located, the legitimation and representation of the
data can be improved.



128 Ethnography
Theemergence d reflexivity as an issue

There were three sorts of radical critique in sociology in the 1960s into
which reflexivity fits (for a different analysisof these originssee May 1998).
The one began with Garfinkel and ethnomethodology, in which reflexivity
was understood to describe the situated nature of all social knowledge
(Garfinkel 1967: 7-9), and was meant as an attack on abstract, general

theorizing. A sociologist's descriptions of the social world were within and
part of the world they describe, so that they reflect something of the social

situationin which they are situated. This reflection or reflexivity could be of

the social relationships behind the description, the moral evaluations
embedded in them or the political, moral or social consequencesthey con-
tain (Schwartzand Jacobs 1979: 51). An entirely different radical critique of

sociology emerged at roughly the sametimein the work of Gouldner (1970,
1973), where practitioners of sociology weretold to cast a cold eye on their
own doings (Gouldner 1970: 488-90) and come to view their own beliefs
with the same critical attitude as they do those held by others. Gouldner
(1973: 77) camelater to write that a reflexive sociology required usto estab-
lish the relationship in our work between our identity as sociologist and as
person, which was meant as an attack on the notion of objectivity and the
belief that there can be uncontaminated research. He was attacking the myth
of value-free research. Rather than vaue freedom, Gouldner (1973: 78)
argues, 'knowledge ismoulded by a man's technical skillsand by hisintelli-
gence, moulded by al that heisand wants, by his passion nolessthan by his
objectivity. Reflexive sociology attributes importance to the theorist's infra-

structure - his domain assumptions, his sentiments, the things that are real

to him and the way these things shape histheory.! Reflexivityin the sense of

Garfinkel and Gouldner was associated with acritical attitude towards data
and anxiety over the authority, status and standpoint the data possess (the
concern over legitimation).

The use of male pronounsin Gouldner's work highlightsthe need for the
other critique that was to emergein sociology at thistime, that of feminism.
Yet, strangely, this critique was more embedded in Gouldner than in
Garfinkd. It was not just that feminist methodology required a 'reflexive
concern with gender’, as Cook and Fonow (1986)put it, by meansaof which
there was a conscious-raising with respect to women's issues and position
built on the notion of reflexivity (seealso Fonow and Cook 1992). Reflex-
ivity in feminism went further, for feminist theory and praxis questioned the
privileged position accorded to the sociologist's observations against those
of the voiceless (femal €)subjects, and encouraged a self-critical approach on
the part of the researcher. Reflexivity in feminist praxis, therefore, merged
legitimation and representation (apoint stressed by Walf 1992). Thiswas a
concern with representation to ensure that female subjects were not ren-
dered voicelessin the writing-up of thetext, and with legitimationto ensure
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that feminist researchers identified the procedures by which evauations,
interpretations and conclusions were reached (a point stressed by Stanley
1993: 44).

A development which owed more to Garfinkel than Gouldner was the
contribution that 'relativist-constructionist' social studiesof sciencemadeto
reflexivity (althoughthetradition of social studiesd scienceliesin orthodox
areas and began as a realist preoccupation). The point these relativist-
constructionist studies made wasthat even natural science produces socially
situated knowledge. The reflexive turn these studies later took (represented
well by Woolgar 1988b) amounted to a recognition that the studies which
demonstrate scienceto be a social product are themselves social products,
contingent on various social processesinto which their data must be located
to affect their authority and status (see Woolgar and Ashmore 1988: 1-2).
This required experimentation with textual forms in order to demonstrate
both the multivocal character of any analysis and interpretation, and the
falacy that there is a single reading (see Woolgar 1998b). This approach
reinforced the association of reflexivity with both representation and legiti-
mation.

Anti-realismand postmodernism cemented the reflexive turn in ethnogra-
phy. Postmodern cultural anthropologists (Marcus 1980; Clifford 1981,
1983; Marcus and Cushman 1982; Stocking 1983; Clifford and Marcus
1986; Spencer 1989) deconstructed the practice of ethnography and the
ethnographic text and reduced the data to one narrative among many (the
crisis of legitimation) and the text to telling a story (thecrisis of represen-
tation). So it was, too, in sociology (in the United States see van Maanen
1988; in the United Kingdom see Hammersley and Atkinson 1983; Atkin-
son 1990,1992). Probably thefirst ethnographers in Britain to expound the
implications of reflexivity were Hammersley and Atkinson (1983: 14-23).
Social research, they wrote, had a reflexive character (p. 14), by which they
meant that researchers are part of the social world they study. The impli-
cation of reflexivity for the practice of social research madeit futileto elim-
inate the effectsof the researcher; rather, we should set about understanding
them (p. 17). Thiswas seen primarily in the context of the problemsit cre-
ated for the authority, standing and status of the data, although Atkinson
came later to focus on the problems posed for textual representation. The
upshot now is that we are encouraged to be reflexive in our account of the
research process, the data collected and the way we write up, because reflex-
ivity shows the partial nature of our representation of reality and the multi-
plicity of competing versionsof redlity.

Reflexivity tended not to be a feature of traditional ethnography — posi-
tivist or humanistic - since neither believed there to be any complication in
the ethnographer's ability to capture reality faithfully and accurately asit is
on theinside given good research practice. Ye such ethnographers arefind-
ing it increasingly difficult to avoid the force of the attack on realism, and
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even herereflexivity is now being presented as part of good practice. Thus,
Fetterman (1998: 22) hints at the need for reflexivity when he writes: 'eth-
nographers must attempt to view another culture without making value
judgements, but ethnographers cannot be completely neutral. We are al
products of our culture. We have personal beliefs, biases, and individual
tastes. Socialization runs deep. The ethnographer can guard against the
more obvious biases by making them explicit.'" Anti-readists who are not
extreme postmodernists and who offer quasi-realist methodologies to
ground good ethnographic practice, while taking on board much of the
thrust of postmodern critiques of research practice, such as Hammerdey's
‘subtle realism’' or Altheide and Johnson's ‘analytical realism’, also stressthe
importance o reflexivity. Thus, post postmodern ethnographers like
Altheide and Johnson (1998: 292) write: 'the ethnographic ethic calls for
ethnographers to substantiate their interpretations and findings with a
reflexive account of themselvesand the processof their research.’ Reflexivity
in this view is a way to improve legitimation of the data - 'vaidity-as-
reflexive accounting' as Denzin and Lincoln (1998: 278) put it — although
Denzin himsdlf, as a more radical postmodernist ethnographer, sees reflex-
ivity as an alternative to the traditional criteria by which ethnographic data
are normally judged. In either view, however, reflexivity is now part of good
practice.

Being reflexive

Stanley (1996) usefully distinguished between 'descriptive’ and ‘analytical'
reflexivity (for another typology, see May 1998). Theformer involvesreflec-
tivenesson the impact that various contingencieshad on the outcome of the
research, such as a description of the social location of the research, the pre-
conceptions of the researcher, power relations in the field and the nature of
the interaction between the researcher and subjects. It requiresthe develop-
ment of a critical attitude towards the data. Ethnographers who seek to
rescue their craft from the extremes of postmodernist deconstruction and
retain some form of realism normally end their reflexivity with this type.
Descriptivereflexivity can be used to providea secure realist-likef oundation
to the research, but it can also be used as part of the postmodern project. If
the latter, it is normally done in conjunction with 'analytical reflexivity'.
'‘Analytical reflexivity' is a much tougher requirement. It deas with
epistemol ogical matters and knowledgeclaims, and requiresaform of intel-
lectual autobiography in which researchersexplicate the processes by which
understanding and interpretation was reached and how any changed under-
standing from prior preconceptions came about.

Being reflexive in the descriptive sense requires that ethnographers ask
themselves a series of questions and reflect on how the answers impinged
upon and helped to situate and shape the data and their analysis and
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interpretation of it. With respect to analysis and interpretation, Lofland
(1974:308) listed a number of questions, which he put to a group of influ-
ential ethnographers:

¢ |nwhat manner did you keep field notes?

¢ What was the rate of data accumulation or waves of accumulation?

¢ How did you record data?
How did you file, code or otherwise sort material ?

e How did the leading ideasevolve?

¢ What kinds of modelsor imagesare you aware of employingto organize
the material and what was their source?

e To what extent did you organize your analysis before writing it out in
text?

¢ What were the important difficultiesexperiencedin analysis and writing
up?

e How would you have modified your practices?

Descriptive reflexivity requires attention to other features of the research
processaswell, and questions need to be asked about social relationsin the
field and the bearing these had on data collection and interpretation.
Altheide and Johnson (1998: 295) identify the importance of reflecting on
thisissue:

Reflexive ethnographers [should] illustrate that each and every setting,
without exception, is socially stratified. The stratified hierarchiesvary
from one setting to another, and the stratification has different conse-
guencesin one setting compared with others, but all settingsare strati-
fied in some manner, and commonly on the basis of gender, age, race
and/or ethnicity, or social class/education/occupation. The personal
qualitiesd agiven ethnographer will 'fit' or 'not fit' somewherein this
schema. The quality and validity of the information thus obtained will
be related to how a given observer met and resolved these issuesfor the
particular setting studied. Claims of full membership or ‘becoming the
phenomenon' do not adequately resolve this dilemma.

Reflexive ethnographers should thus account for themselvesand their social
relations, as well as the substantive findings and construction of the text.
Analytical reflexivity requires yet more difficult reflection. In this sense
ethnographers should ask themselves questions about the theoretical frame-
work and methodology they are working within, the broader values, com-
mitments and preconceptions they bring to their work, the ontological
assumptions they have about the nature of society and socia redlity, and
what Stanley (1996: 48) cdlls the 'fdt necessities the researcher has about
the topic and the approach to it that resonates with them passionately. This
rejects the notion of the detached, aloof and objective researcher who pro-
duces knowledge claims as if in a vacuum, in favour of one who not only
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engages with their subjects but also reflects upon the processes by which
conclusions were reached and displays these argumentative procedures in
waysthat readers can reconstruct.

In sum, ethnographers who seek to be reflexive in both descriptive and
analytical sensesshould reflect on the following issuesas part of good prac-
tice (adopted from Brewer 1994: 235-6, and from Chapter 2 above):

1 The wider relevance of the setting and the topic, and the grounds on
which empirical generalizationsare made, if any, such as establishing the
representativeness of the setting, its general features or its function as a
special case study with a broader bearing.

2 Thefeatures of thetopic or setting left unresearched, discussing why these
choices have been made and what implications follow from these
decisionsfor the research findings.

3 The theoretical framework they are operating within, and the broader
values and commitments (political, religious, theoretical and so on) they
bring to their work.

4 Critically assesstheir integrity asresearchersand authors, by considering:
¢ the grounds on which knowledge claims are being judtified (length of

fieldwork, the special access negotiated, discussing the extent of the
trust and rapport developed with the respondents and so on);

¢ their background and experiencesin the setting and topic;

e their experiencesduring al stages o the research, especialy mention-
ing the constraints imposed therein;

¢ the strengths and weaknessesdf their research design and strategy.

S Critically assessthe data, by:
¢ discussing the problems that arose during all stagesof the research;

e outlining the grounds on which they developed the categorization
system used to interpret the data, identifying clearly whether this is
an indigenous one used by respondents themselves, or an analyst-
constructed one, and, if the latter, the grounds which support this;

e discussing rival explanations and aternative ways of organizing the
data;

e providing sufficient data extracts in the text to allow readersto evalu-
ate the inferences drawn from them and the interpretations made of
them;

e discussing power relations within the research, between researcher(s)
and subjects and within the research team, in order to establish the
effectsof class, gender, race and religionon the practice and writing up
o the research.

6 Show the complexity of the data, avoiding the suggestion that thereis a
simple fit between the social world under scrutiny and the ethnographic
representation of it, by:
¢ discussing negative cases which fall outside the genera patterns and
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categories employed to structure the ethnographic description, which
often serve to exemplify and support positive cases;

¢ showing the multipleand often contradictory descriptionsproffered by
the respondents themselves;

e stressing the contextual nature of respondents accounts and descrip-
tions, and identifying the features which help to structure them.

All of these things are components of reflexivity and the process both
assists the ethnographer in making claimsin the text and helps the reader in
assessing the credibility of those claims. Put in this way, reflexivity is a con-
ventional scientific virtueand can belinked to realist ambitionsto produce a
sngle, authoritative account. And one that can be replicated. Sede (1999:
162) linksreflexivity with specification of the methodol ogical detailsthat per-
mitsan audit trail by peersand thus possiblereplication of the results; a very
realist ambition. But reflection on the above sort of issues also constitutes
what van Maanen (1988)calsthe ‘confessional tales that he says anti-real-
ist ethnographers should now write when presenting their findings. Reflex-
ivity thus accords with both extreme postmodern ethnography and the post
postmodern position of 'subtl€, ‘analytical' or ‘critical’ realism, whereby eth-
nographers make strong statements about the social world while being sensi-
tive to problemsrelating to representation and legitimation.

The presentation of ethnographic data

Writing up the results should not be restricted to the end of the research
process, but should be an ongoing procedure; Wolcott (1990: 20) suggests
that ethnographers even begin to write before entering the field, although
what iswritten isclearly not the finished text. Nor isit separatefrom analy-
sisand interpretation, in that writing clarifiesthinking and thus assists both.
Becker (1986: ix) declaresthat writing is thinking, so ethnographers should
not wait to write until their thoughts are clear; they will become clearer by
writing and rewriting. There is another reason for beginning writing early.
Writing exposes gaps in knowledge, and if these are revealed early enough
further datacan becollected or adjustments made during the main period of
fieldwork.

However, the process of writing up results is a contentious issue in the
literature on ethnography. Thefierce methodol ogical divisionswithin ethno-
graphy are reflected in the debate about presentation, and the ethnographic
text is a battle site. The first attempts to deconstruct ethnographic practice
focused on theissuedf representation in the text, and the battleisstill being
fought. Three issuesare important in a consideration of the presentation of
ethnographic data: what to includein the account; how to writeit; and what
status the author claimsit to have.
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What to write

With respect to what to includein an account, Altheide and Johnson (1998:
296) identify a number of generic topics which ethnographers should use
reflexively to structure their account:

the context, i.e. history, physical setting and environment;
number of participants, key individuals;

activities;

schedulesand temporal order;

division of labour and hierarchies;

routines and variations;

significant events;

members perspectives and meanings;

social rulesand basic patterns of order.

These topics do not necessarily assume the implantation on the account of a
single, authoritative realist voice, but the postmodern, reflexive ethnogra-
pher would add to these:

¢ presentation of the polyphony of voices and perspectivesin the fidd,;
¢ reflexive identification of the shortcomings of the research design;
e thelimitsof method, data and textual account.

The balance between verbatim quotations and analysisisimportant to al
ethnographers and needsto be managed deftly. The extracts of natural lan-
guage that the data comprise need to be given in fulsomeenough proportion
to present a crediblereport, to illustrate and substantiate the interpretation
and to allow readers to evaluate the explanation. For the realist ethnogra-
pher the extracts must be so detailed as to assist 'thick description’. Quo-
tations are the stuff of ethnography, but they should not be overdone and
become repetitious. Nor should ethnographers use quotations to make ana-
Iytical pointsfor them: the quotations should illustrate the analysis, not sub-
gtitute for it. Yet quotations are not the only datain ethnography. Fetterman
(1998: 12) describes his approach: 'l usually include charts, pictures, and,
whenever possible, computer-projected screens along with my text." Davies
(1999: 117) discussesthe use of visua datain ethnography and distinguishes
visual media as data from visual media as text.

How to write

Accountsshould be accessibleto readers. The audiencefor the account may
vary, from policy-makersand academicsto sectionsaf thelay public, so that
accessibility is relative to the readers of the account. Use a vocabulary
relevant to the audience, but alwayswrite in a straightforward and unpre-
tentious manner and alwaysengagetheir interest. Dey (1993: 247) givesthe
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following advice: engage readers interest through vivid description and
drama, trace the evolution of the account to contextualize what is written,
identify key themes of the account, write it coherently, use smple language
and make concepts and theoretical connections clear and explicit. There are
many books outlining the craft of writing (for example, Becker 1986; Wol-
cott 1990; Cubaand Cocking 1994; Woods 1999), which identify skillsand
techniquesin the use of metaphors, clear and precise prose, proper sentence
construction and the avoidance of abstract nouns, passiveconstructions and
split infinitivesand so on. They also contain good advice about editing and
proof reading and how to get started. It iswise to write in the third person,
since first-person style is a spurious attempt to suggest immediacy that dis-
guisesthe account as a representation (although some realist ethnographers
recommend we write in the first person for this very reason; see Woods
1999: 55). Use the past tense for the same reason.

Good writing styleisimportant — postmodernistsconsider the aesthetics of
the literary form used as an important measure in ethnography (sincethey
have abandoned most other measures).Woods (1999: 64-7), however, offers
alist of don'ts: do not use words subtly designed to persuade but with no evi-
dential support, like 'mogt', 'often’, ‘it is commonly recognized’; avoid the
misuse of jargon and excessivereferences; do not misuse quotations; be care-
ful in the use o rhetorical devices like metaphors, irony and simile; do not
construct 'straw persons; and do not overclaim, be overzealous or doppy.
Metaphors have great potential (see Brewer 1991b, where | used the meta-
phor of Hercules, Hippolyte and the Amazons as an anal ogy to represent the
interaction between policemen and women in the RUC). They can also be
entertaining (seeBox 4.5), but the metaphorsshould not run ahead of the data
or betoolyrical, and they havethe potential to backfire (Wo00ds1999: 70-1).

However, before writing comes planning. Wolcott (1990: 16) suggeststhe
importance o what he calls ' The Plan'. There are three stages. developing a
statement of purpose; writing a detailed outline or sequencefor the account;
and determining the basic story to be told and representational style to be
used. | plan each chapter and every section of the chapter infinedetail before
| start, although the creative process of writing leads to adaptations as the
chapter proceeds. The use of word processors greatly facilitates planning,
writing and editing; it isquicker, allowseasier editing and correction, and per-
mits the insertion of graphics. Above al, word processors facilitate a non-
sequential writing strategy, allowing sections to be stored, moved around,
inserted here and there as the organizationa structure of the text changes.
Flexibility in writing-up is essential and the computer enhancesthis.

Thestatus of the writing

Ethnographers are divided on the status they claim for their text. Realistsof
the positivist or humanistic kind 'tdl it likeit is, employingan authoritative



136 Ethnography

Box 4.5

| was asked once to write areport on a meeting for the university's news-
letter. To enliven the account | used metaphor. You can judge whether or
not it backfires.

| was relaxing the other night, an activity which still only partly fills
me with guilt despite the RAE, TQA and all the other acronyms
which spell work, when | saw yet another television news item on
the Titanic. Local fascination with the disaster is explicable, since
Ulster was responsible for building the ship, but the universal
appeal of the Titanic after such atime is an interesting sociological
issue. Strange that this should come to me while at Council.l have
often wondered how many profound ideas or great research
projects begin as drifts of thought in meetings, and how many fail
to survive past the agenda. What were other people musing about,
I wondered, as we yet again went through the internal
restructuring of the university's management and academic
framework; | noticed someone with eyes closed, no doubt thinking
about something. ..Those who can always be relied on to ask
questions at Council did so again: Council is, after all, what
sociologists call an 'orchestrated encounter’, with its own ritualised
behaviour. We spent the first hour discussing the new structure as
an item of 'matters arising', but | have come to realise that part of
the ritual is that issues early in the agenda provoke the lengthiest
discussion. Council learnt that it was to be reduced in size. | learnt
that | would no longer be a member. We were also told we would
be saying goodbye to other things too, not least perhaps the
Deans' Business Group and perhaps the word 'teach’, replacedin
some quarters, it seems, by 'deliver'. But while some things
'downsize’, to use yet more modern parlance, others grow in scale:
after some discussion, the Central Students Progress Committee
was permitted to increase its membership. And it was then that |
thought of the Titanic, wondering whether some people really did
rearrange the chairs after the iceberg had struck. The President
described our icebergin detail, in the form of the Report of the
Planning and Resources Committee. We received the news in
sullen and shocked silence, our bow potentially holed below the
waterline by budget cuts, (alleged) escalating security costs in
Northern Ireland, and the RAE allocations. A vigorous debate then
ensued about who gets access to the lifeboats. Will it be women
and childrenfirst? It was alleged that central administration direct a
disproportionate amount of money to themselves, when any
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money earned is totally by the hard work of teachers and
researchers. Someone from an active and successful research
department wondered whether they should continue to be
required t o subsidise less research active departments. We were
reminded that some departments provide subsidies through
teachingand their high student numbers. Someone asked for
‘compassion’ in the treatment of departments which did not do
well in the RAE — now there's aword | expect was heard a lot as
desperate people on the Titanic negotiated access to the lifeboats —
others called for developmentalmoney to assist the departments
with low RAE ratings. We were reminded, of course, that there is
only so much that the high achievers in the RAE can do without
new money being spent on them to help them continue to be
good. The President sympathised with the dilemma and said there
was a need for balance: who would be a Captain, | thought.We
heard about the need for a reinvigorated scheme to encourage the
research inactive to retire — no lifeboat for them, they had 'not
pulled their weight', someone said. I must have been imagining
when | thought | heard someone say cast them overboard. But
seats in the lifeboat do have to be earned, and the introduction of
performance-relatedappraisal was mooted. Clearly not women and
children first then. A discussion of religion and morality is not
something one expects at Council these days, but it proved lively
and long. As a Christian | found myself agreeing with the atheist and
not the Scots Presbyterianin believing that it is not the purpose of
universities to uphold religion but rather to defend universalistic
codes of conduct which embody moral principles.When | heard
the codes described as the 'language of polytechnics' | gave along
and audible sigh and drifted away trying to recall the tune the band
was playing when the ship sank. It was almost as if | could hear the
refrain, but | couldn't quite put a name to it. The rest of the
meeting went apace and we were finished in just over two hours. |
later went to the pool, overcome by the conviction that it does no
harm these days to know how to swim.

representational style reflecting their assumed privileged understanding of
the field. The account suggests that there is a single telling — this is how it
is' —whichthe text faithfully and accurately represents. The realist text thus
claims a definitive status. This is ridiculed by postmodern, reflexive eth-
nographers, who dispute the assumption that there is one reality to repre-
sent and only one telling of it. Multiple versions of reality exist, and the
ethnographer's is not definitive. The text, in this view, must either stress the
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partial and limited nature of the ethnographer’s account or capture the
polyphony of voicesin textual form. In extreme postmodern positions, the
ethnographer must refrain from even offering an account or reading of the
material. In somethistakestheform of unedited, unsalected interview tran-
scripts, without commentary by the ethnographer (for example, Dwyer
1982), very similar to some oral histories. Others remove the author's voice
by allowing readers to interact with the material using the latest computer
technology to compile their own text and reading. The coversaf the book
are not even solid any more but melt into cyberspace as material is placed
onthelnternet or CD-ROM sand readers negotiate a personal route through
it. Lessextreme anti-realists, subscribing to post postmodern methodologies
like subtle realism (Hammersley 1990), analytical realism (Altheide and
Johnson 1998) or the ethnographic imagination (Brewer 1994), retain some
level of authority and definitivenessfor the ethnographer's text. These div-
isionsare worth elaborating so that thefeatures of the'realist’, ‘postmodern’

and 'post postmodern' text can be distinguished.

Theredist text

The most identifiablefeature of the realist text isthick descriptionand exten-
sve verbatim quotation. In positivist type ethnography this thick description
is balanced by analyst-constructedtaxonomies and typologiesand other ana
lytical models, but it isthere nonethel ess; humani stictype ethnographies may
restrict themsalves to it. Verbatim quotations abound to convey a sense of
immediacy to the reader and provide authenticity and support for the ana-
lyst's account. Thick description and verbatim quotation are thus rhetorical
devices used to establish the authority of the author's voice. Other rhetorical
devicesare used to persuade readers of the authenticity of the account. For
example, a sense of ethnographic'presence’ isconstructed, by which authors
stresstheir closenessto the dataand their insider status among members. This
issometimesreinforced by creating rhetorically a sense of exoticism by means
of which the author portrays the setting and the people as aien and strange
tothereader, not understandabl eto anyonelacking the author's special access
and privileged vision. Thisis as true for the 'nuts and duts urban ethnogra-
phy as for anthropological studies of foreign cultures. Another rhetorical
devicein the redlist text isto write in such a way as to imply an impersonal
and impartial author, in thefied but not of it, ableto riseabovetheir location
and involvement with participants to write objectively and dispassionately
(ontherhetorical turn in ethnography see Hammerdey 1993a, b).

It is just such a kind of text that the post-positivistand postmodern eth-
nographers deconstructed. Their major objectionwas that such rhetoric was
used to pretend to represent the world in away that implied certainty, objec-
tivity and exhaustiveness. Moreover, redlist ethnographers of the naive kind
wereseen as'constructing atext'. By the conventionsfor textual performance
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and the use of literary and rhetorical persuasive devices (onwhich see Atkin-
son 1990, 1992), the text was artfully managed to enhance its persuasive
force. Sociologistsagain borrowed this from anthropology, where Marcuse
and Cushman (1982) and Clifford and Marcuse (1986)first identified the
proceduresused to ‘write culture' (althoughAtkinson publishedon thisat the
time; see Atkinson 1983). Naive redlists may bdieve they write objectively,
accurately 'telling it like it is, but their rhetorical devices share much in
common with fiction writing or, at best, travel books (Hammersley 1993a:
23).

The post-modern, reflexive text

Associated with criticism of conventional forms of ethnographic writing,
postmodern ethnographers experiment with new textual forms, although
new literary forms do not have to be grounded in postmodernism. There are
at least three new literary forms. Thefirst isto write an account that is not
concerned with truth or representing accurately the phenomenon but merely
its aesthetic quality (for example, Tyler 1986) or its political effect (for
example, Denzin 1998). If naive redlist textsarefictional, let uswritefiction
explicitly. As Tyler (1986: 126) argues, the postmodern text must evoke'an
emergent fantasy of a possibleworld, in aword poetry'. Taking this advice,
some ethnographers now write up data as poems (see Richardson 1992,
1994) or 'ethno-drama (seePaget 1995). Another experimental form isfor
the ethnographer towritein dialoguewith himsdlf or herself, so that the text
isan account of the datainterspersed with the ethnographer reflexively com-
menting on what he or she has just written (for example, see Mulkay 1985;
Woolgar 1988a; Ashmore 1989). Trevor Pinch (writingas Pinch and Pinch
1988) offers perhapsthe best example, although itsown rhetorical approach
isirony (seeBox 4.6).

Thethird experimental form isthe collaborative text constructed between
the ethnographer, the reader and the social actors in the setting. Feminist
ethnographers always urged greater participation of thefemal esubjectsthey
studied in the final analysis, but this tended to be met by various member
validation strategies or greater researcher reflexivity. Collaborative texts
experiment with textual form, and if they end up as messy, fragmented and
rather complicated accounts, this is being faithful to the complexitiesand
contours of everyday life (Coffeyet a. 1996: 5). This lies behind the thrust
to use hypertext as a qualitative computer packageto permit non-linear and
non-sequential presentations of data (seeCoffey and Atkinson 1996; Coffey
eta. 1996). The presentation of text isnon-sequential, for the account isnot
written as a single stream of information fixed in linear form, but sets up a
number of alternatives for readers to explore the data in a sequence they
themselves determine. This requires the datato be on a CD-ROM or other
high capacity electronic storage media so that readers conduct their own
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Box 46

Extract from T. Pinch and T. Pinch, Reservations about reflexivity and new
literary forms or why let the devil have all the good tunes, in S Woolgar
(ed) Knowledge and Reflexivity (London: Sage 1988), p. 178.

This paper is somewhat unusual in a volume concernedto
elaborate such exotica as reflexivity and new literary forms.
It is designedlywritten as atext which s critical of both
these recent developmentsin the sociology of science.

No, | begto disagree. In the first place, there is nothing unusual in
havinga critical text in such a volume, but, even more importantly,
the text is not even critical. This is because it is written in an
unconventional fashion and thereby supports the move towards
new literary forms.

I knew I should never have agreed to joint authorship.

Yes, you were reluctant to put both our names on the paper.. .

« « . In having two authors and agreeingto let you interrupt
me throughout the text I wanted to construct a text which
was not dissimilar from others to be found in this volume

Okay, on with the introduction ...

Introduction
In this paper, 1 want to examine critically the recent turns
taken with the sociology of scientific knowledge . « «

investigationof the dataand construct their own text. Thus, readers hit but-
tons that mark a point in the text and go direct to the unedited and unse-
lected fidld notes, interview transcripts and other sources. Other linkscan be
developed to allow readersto develop their own cross-references, picking a
path through the data asthey determine. Readers now need accessto acom-
puter rather than a good library, and there are problems of confidentiality
and anonymity, as well as copyright. Edited versionsof data are more ethi-
cal, although this perhaps infringesthe postmodern spirit behind this form
of interactive text. There are few examples of this sort of interactive text,
athough some ethnographers have supplemented their conventional mono-
graph with a CD-ROM element.

Post postmodern texts

In a persuasive argument, Hammersley (1993a: 25) contends that the
rhetorical turn in ethnography does not imply postmodernism, and thus
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does not undermine either validity asa measure of the quality of the data or
the authority of the ethnographer's voice. Rhetorical deconstruction of the
text remains consistent with those methodological positions that retain an
element of realism, whether of the subtle, critical or analytical kind. AsSede
(1999: 178) notes, the attempt to delete the author from the text, although
required by the logica demands of some strands of postmodernism, is an
impossible task. Marcus (1994: 563), who was among the first to decon-
struct the ethnographic text, believeswe have gonetoo far and are in a post
postmodern phase. Reactionsto postmodern texts have set in el sewhere, and
Hammersley (1995)arguesthat experimental textual forms can confuseand
obscure a line of argument. We need look no further than Pinch and Pinch
(1988)and Box 4.6 to show this. Hence, he urgesthat all ethnographic texts
should adopt a standardized format, outlining: thefocusof the study and its
rationale; the casesinvestigated; the methods used; the claimsmade; the evi-
dence used to support them; and the general conclusions (Hammersley
1993a: 30). And preferably in that order.

Beyond this, Hammersley argues that ethnographers should adopt an
authoritative voice in their texts as long as it is falibilisticand limited in
character. They can purport to produce knowledgethat is beyond reason-
able doubt, but it will never be fina or absolutely certain. Thus, ethno-
graphic texts can till reasonably claimto represent reality, but they must be
explicitly identified asfalliblerepresentations and necessarily selectived the
phenomenato which they refer (Hammersley 1993a: 30). Furthermore, such
texts can and should provide the reader with the information necessary to
assessthe validity of thedata and their relevance and plausibility (whichare
the standards of assessment within subtle realism).In thisview, thereisnoth-
ing wrong with ethnographers using rhetorical devices associated with con-
ventional texts, such as evocative narratives, creating a sense of ‘presence
and immediacy, extensive quotations and the use of exemplary types and
vignettes. Indeed, these devices can be of considerable value asevidenceand
illustration (Hammersley 1993a: 32). Writing up resultsshould thus till be
done in away that permits the rational assessment of the findings, and eth-
nographers should continue to provide accurate representations of the
phenomena concerned while recognizing, in a reflexive manner, their own
rolein constructing them and not disguising thefact that thisisafallibleand
selectiverepresentation.

Conclusion

It isacommonplaceto hear experienced ethnographers say that ethnography
iseasy todo, but difficultto do well. Theanaysis, interpretation and presen-
tation of ethnographic data exemplify thistruism: they are harder to do than
at first sight, and to do them well requirescareful and skilful attention. These
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aspectsdf the research processal so exemplify the contested nature of ethnog-
raphy and how its practice necessarily involves consideration of deep
epistemnol ogi cal and methodol ogi cal issues, over which thereis much dispute.
We can abandon the practicedf rigorous ethnography to the ‘anything goes
spirit of postmodernism, continue to pursue notions of objectivity in persist-
ing to convey that we 'tell it like it is* or adopt more subtle notions which
rescue us from the extremitiesof both. Thislast viewpointisaform of post
postmodernism. In post postmodern versions of ethnography, we can con-
tinueto analyseand interpret our datato represent the phenomenaaccurately
and supply sufficient evidence to allow others to assess the representation,
and we can continue to write up our datain away that permits usto invoke
an authoritative voice. But thisisal now within limits. Systematicethnogra-
phy remains possible, if dightly more constrained than suggested in naive
portrayasin the past.

Suggested further reading

On analysisand interpretation see:

Dey, I. (1993)Qualitative Data Analysis. London: Routledge.
Bryrnan, A. and Burgess, R. (1994) Analysing Qualitative Data. London: Routledge.

On presentation see:

Atkinson, P. (1990) The Ethnographic Imagination. London: Routledge.

Cuba, L. and Cocking, J. (1994) How to Write about the Social Sciences. London:
HarperCollins.

Wolcott, H. (1990)Writing up Qualitative Research. London: Sage.

Woods, P. (1999) Successful Writing for Qualitative Researchers. London: Rout-
ledge.

On computers and the Internet in qualitative research see

Fielding, N. and Lee, R (1998) Computer Analysis and Qualitative Research.
London: Sage.

Sein, S. (1999) Learning, Teaching and Research on the Internet. Harlow: Long-
man.



5 ) Uses of ethnography

Introduction

In this chapter we address some of the usesto which ethnographic data can
be put. It is worth recalling that while ethnography is a methodology - an
approach to research - it is also a method - a means of collecting data. The
uses to which these data can be put demonstrate the utility of ethnography
asan approach to research. Three particular usagesare stressedin this chap-
ter: the role of ethnography in generating knowledge; its role in theory
generation, particularly in the development of grounded theory; and its
application to issues of policy and policy making.

Knowledgegeneration

Ethnography is an attempt to understand society by the generation of know-
ledgein arigorous and systematic manner, or, as Lofland (1996: 30) writes, it
‘attempts to produce generic propositional answersto questions about socia
life and organisation’. Of courseg, it doesthisin a characteristic way, involv-
ing close association with and participation in the setting under study. As a
result of thisclosenessto thefield, an understanding is generated of the social
meanings of the peopleinvolved in the setting; postmodernist ethnographers
would stress at this point that it is only one possible understanding among
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several competing ones. Postmodernist or not, however, this ethnographic
understanding is available to everyone. For in addition to academic investi-
gators in universitiesor research centres, ethnographic understanding can be
recommended to sociad workers, educationists, nurses and many more
besides, who seek to becomefamiliar with the social meaningsof those people
with whom they work. This meansthat ethnography can generate knowledge
on avariety of subject matters relevant to different academic disciplinesand
to many occupations and working lives.

A focus on the knowledgegenerated by ethnographic understanding leads
to typologies that distinguish ethnography by the subject matter of the
knowledge generated. Thusfar in this volume, ethnography has been classi-
fied by the methodological bases on which it is founded - 'scientific,
‘humanistic', 'postmodern-reflexive’ and 'post postmodern’ - and by the
scope of its lens - 'big ethnography' equating the method with qualitative
research generally and 'little ethnography' restricting it to field research.
These are not the only axes along which to categorize typesof ethnography.
Ancther isthe type of subject matter about which it generates data. Hence
Berg (1998: 122), for example, distinguishes 'educational ethnography’,
‘ethnonursing research’ and 'general ethnography', although this is hardly
exhaustive of the subject matters on which ethnography generates know-
ledge, since it excludes such well known applications as 'street’ or 'urban
ethnographies and ‘work-based' or 'occupational ethnographies. Gubrium
(1988: 23-34) offered a more sophisticated typology of the uses to which
ethnographic understanding can be put, distinguishingthree kinds of subject
matters. structural ethnographies, articulative ethnographies and practical
ethnographies. Inasmuch as this is not a typology based on ethnography's
methodological foundations but on the uses of its data, his classification
does not coincide with those used here. Thus, 'scientific, ‘humanistic',
‘postmodern reflexive and 'post postmodern' ethnographies are not
matched with Gubrium's types of ethnography, for a 'structural’, ‘articula-
tive' or 'practica’ turn is feasible with any methodological basis to the
ethnography, although postmodernists would tend to abjure structural
ethnographies.

Structural ethnographies generate knowledge about the folk structures
of the group or way df life under study, or what Gubrium (1988: 24) calls
the subjective meanings by which the people in the setting interpret experi-
ence. Redlities are discerned in their own right, subjective meanings are
depicted and organized, and actions are described in away that 'tells it like
it is. Knowledge is generated about the organization, classification and
formof 'field realities; that is, of 'native’ social meanings in thefield. This
kind of knowledge can be useful because the meanings are traditionally
hidden and have not been disclosed before, and thus the ethnographer
adopts what Burgess (1984: 20) calls the 'undercover agent'’ model.
This knowledge may also be useful because the meanings are intrinsically
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interesting in their own right or as representative of some broader social
process, in which case the ethnographer is much like Burgesss (1984: 20)
‘going native model’, understanding the setting sufficiently well to be able
to behave like an ordinary member. The example Gubrium uses to exem-
plify the type is Whyte's (1955) study of street life among young Italian
men (‘corner boys) in an American city, where the ethnographic under-
standing was used to address broad social issuesaround ethnicity, assimi-
lation and youth culture.

A second kind of subject matter leads to what Gubrium calls “articula-
tive ethnographies. While this type takes an interest in the subjective
meaning of social actions in the field, it examines the sense-making pro-
cedures the peoplein the setting use to construct these meanings. Thefocus
is, as Gubrium (1988: 27) writes, 'on how members of situations assemble
reasonable understandings of things and events of concern to them. The
"how" of folk interpretation is emphasized over the "what"'. This
approach has been taken in much phenomenological and ethnomethodo-
logical inspired ethnography, which addresses the common-sense reason-
ing processes by which categories of peoplein a particular setting construct
their version of reality and its subjective meanings. This sort of ethno-
graphic understanding is generated partly to show that the process of
common-sense reasoning is the most prevalent form of sense assembly that
ordinary people engage in, and thus to confirm the phenomenologist's
point that this is the primary frame of relevancefor reality construction.
But thisisaso donein part to reveal what sense people make of their par-
ticular world and thus to describe and analyse various aspects of the social
world. In this case, ethnographic understanding is used to generate know-
ledge about the social world as it is interpreted and made sense of by
people, the usefulnessof which depends on the interest in the group or the
effects of their common-sense reasoning for wider socia life. A great ded
of this kind of ethnographic research has been done on policing, contrast-
ing the official rule book's way for doing police work and the 'routine’ or
common-sense ways within police occupational culture. The effect is to
reveal therole of discretion in policework in the way that formal rulesare
imaginatively used or even contravened in order to carry out the job of
policing. Sometimes the effects of practical common-sense reasoning can
be negative, as with anti-Catholicism in Northern Ireland (Brewer 1998),
where it sustains sectarianism among conservative evangelicals (see Box
5.1).

The third kind of subject matter ethnographic understanding is used to
generate is what Gubrium calls practical ethnography, in which ethnogra-
pherstake the ‘advocate research model' (Burgess1984: 20) to improve and
better the behaviour conducted in the setting or way o life of the people
there. It is not enough in this type of ethnography to describethe folk struc-
tures of 'natives, or to display their sense-making and reasoning processes;
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Box 5.1

Extract from J. D. Brewer, Anti-Catholicism in Northern Ireland 1600—1998:

the Mote and the Beam (London: Macmillan, 1998), with Gareth Higgins, pp.
176-81.

Anti-Catholicism involves a practical reasoning process in which
anti-Catholics draw on their stock of socially available common
sense knowledge to understand the world. Four features
characterise the common-sense reasoning process that supports
and sustains anti-Catholicism, called distortion, deletion, distance
and denial. Distortion occurs when evidence is turned around,
manipulated or even invented in order to fit a generalisation about
Catholicism; deletion involves the removal of evidence from
deliberation and consciousness when it contradicts or complicates
the generalisation; denial occurs when evidence against the
generalisationis falsified by denying events or circumstances
occurred; and distance occurs when evidence against the
generalisationis avoided, ignored and overlooked. Distortion,
deletion, distance and denial clearly appear together and many
common sense notions can only be sustained because distortion,
deletion, distance and denial mutually reinforce each other in
sustaining antipathy toward Catholicism and Catholics. Their
mutual reinforcement of antipathy results in a cognitive map which
is very closed and self-contained, and one that is immutable and
resistant to change. The closed and self-contained character of the
cognitive map of anti-Catholicism is reinforced by various religious
and secular artefacts and behaviours which sustain and support
anti-Catholicism. These range from the Bible version they read, the
King Jamesversion being the preferred version for anti-Catholics,
the church to which they belong and the ministers to whom they
listen, the hymns which they sing, the other Christian groups and
organisations with which they have fellowship, the secular
newspapers they buy, the political parties and politicians they
support, the marching organisations to which they belong, the area
where they live, the places where they shop, send their childrento
school and spend their leisure, and their places of work,
entertainment and pleasure. All these can reinforce the closed
cognitive map of anti-Catholicismbecause they are the mechanisms
by which the stocks of anti-Catholic ideas and notions are socially
transmitted and disseminated to the group, or because they involve
sectarianised forms of social interaction which prevent or restrict
contact with Catholics, ensuringthat common sense stereotypes,
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ideas, maxims and bdiefsare not undercut by persona experience.
These artefactsand behaviours ensurethat peoples anti-Catholic
notionsare immuneto empirical test in day-to-day life and, instead,
are reinforced continualy by the socid disseminationand
transmission o anti-Catholic common sense knowledge. The
cognitive mgp of anti-Catholicismstructures how anti-Catholics
perceive, understand and 'know' the Catholic Church and its
members, ensuring that relations with them, if there are any, are
affected by astock of anti-Catholic common sense notions, such
that this common sense knowledge about Catholiciam is
reproduced in a sdf-fulfilling way. In short, the cognitive mgp
remains closed, self-contained and impenetrable.

the point istointervenein the setting and improve the position of the people
studied. Ethnographic understanding in this case is generated in order to
have practical applications in policy and is purposely designed to influence
policy makers. No longer knowledge for knowledge sake, no longer des-
cription or articulation of reasoning simply because the phenomenon is
interesting in its own right. Ethnographic understanding in practical ethno-
graphy isabout advocacy of the interests of the subjects or changing the set-
ting toimprove the conduct of social action there. Asaresult of commitment
to feminist methodology, for example, feminist ethnographies are enjoined
to assist the lives of the women under study. But aswe shall see below, there
are many other examples of ‘applied ethnography' which impinge on social
and public policy.

Sometimes, ethnographies can have elements of all three of Gubrium's
types, for the distinctions are not watertight. The example of my ethnogra-
phy of routine policing in the RUC is instructive (Brewer 1991a). After
having engaged in a structural ethnography, describing the accomplishment
of routine policing by rank and file members of the RUC, and also under-
taken an articulative ethnography by trying to display the common-sense
reasoning processes behind this accomplishment, | concluded the ethno-
graphic text with suggestions for police reform to enable them better to
police Northern Ireland's divisions (seeBox 5.2).

To conclude this section on the uses of ethnographic data, ethnography
generates knowledge; sometimes knowledge for knowledge's sake because
the knowledge is interesting in its own right, sometimes knowledge for a
practical purpose. This purpose can be to build theory or engagein empiri-
cal generdization, and these empirical or theoretical inferences can them-
sdlves have practical effects, one of which is to affect public policy.
Theory-building and applications to policy making are among the import-
ant uses of ethnography, to which we now turn.
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Box 5.2

Extract fromJ D. Brewer, Inside the RUC: Routine Policingin a Divided Society
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), with K. Magee, pp. 258-9,277.

Up to this point, our ethnography of routine policing has been a
mixture of the first and second kinds [structural and articulative
ethnographies]. We have portrayed some of the feelings, beliefs,
views, folk structures and symbols held by a group of policemen
and women, and have done so using their own words [hence
structural ethnography]. 'Routine policing' is a term which
describes a type of police work and a quality of the way in which it
is accomplished. The research displayed both the ordinariness of
routine police work and the taken-for-granted, commonsensical and
mundane processes of reasoning which infuse the accomplishment.
This requires an articulative ethnography.At this juncture we wish
to go beyond the narrow framework of the ethnographic data and
explore some general questions. We will address three issues: what
the essential features of policing in divided societies are; whether
'normal policing' is possible in a divided society; and whether or
not policingin Northern Ireland can be improved. The last issue
comes within the domain of a practical ethnography . ..We feel it
important to end by turning our ethnography towards the practical
type, which seeks to better conduct and improve the everyday life
that has been explored. Ten principles seem to us to be crucial in
determiningwhether or not the police in ethnically divided
societies are used as aforce for peace.

Theory-buildingin ethnography

A social theory is a set of interrelated abstract propositions about human
affairs and the social world that explain their regularities and properties.
Theoretical statements differ from descriptive statements in that they are
abstract propositions that go beyond description by attempting to explain
some feature of society. Theoretical statements may, or may not, form part
of afully fledged social theory. Theories can be distinguished by their level
of generality. General theories offer abstract propositions about social
action or society as awhole, whiletheories o the middlerange either make
propositions about more limited aspects of human and social affairs or the
propositions are less abstract. The place of theory in ethnography is con-
tested, especidly among ethnographers themselves. The generation of
theory is sometimes listed as one of the criteria by which to judge ethno-
graphic data. Lofland (1974: 108), for example, considers the development
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of ageneric conceptual framework asthe main form o evaluation, enabling
ethnographers to identify patterns in a wide variety of social phenomena.
Athens (1984) also considered that ethnographic data should be judged in
part according to the extent to which they generate formal theories. So con-
fident was Woods (1985)that ethnography had doneits job in describingthe
social world that he said it needed to enter its 'second phase' and develop
coordinated theoretical statements.

Some ethnographers have sought to produce what are called nomothetic
studies, which aim at abstract generalizations and focus on the discovery of
genera patterns and the structural regularitiesin everyday behaviour. This
often leadsto theoretical statements of high abstraction, if not afully devel-
oped social theory. A good example of the former is Goffman, who pro-
duced statements of high theoretical abstraction without ever producing a
fully fledged social theory. Goffman's elaborate theoretical claimsabout, for
example, 'interaction rituals' and ‘frames of social behaviour were made on
the basis of ethnographic observations of behaviour in public places (Goff-
man 1963, 1969, 1971) but never constituted a socid theory. In contrast,
ethnomethodology constituted a distinct and highly abstract — even obtuse
- social theory that was premised on Garfinkel's elaboration of the routine
nature of everyday life from ethnographic observations of such things as
conversations, record keepingand the accounts of behaviour given by trans-
sexuals (Garfinkel 1967). This was captured with a vocabulary that was
once described as elephantine, and far removed from that of the people
whose behaviour was being studied. Labelling theory is another example of
adistinct social theory emerging from ethnographic data (asnoted in Ham-
merdey 1992: 91), inwhichit isargued that devianceincreasesamong those
people labelled and treated as deviant. However, even where fully fledged
theories are developed from ethnographic data, they are never 'generd
theories but 'theories of the middle range. That is, they do not explain
society or social action on a grand scale but some more limited aspect
thereof (likedeviance), and do not have universal applicability.

At the other extremeto nomothetic ethnographies arethosethat are called
ideographic, inthe sensedf seeking to explore the uniquefeatures of anindi-
vidual case in order to discover what social meaning it has for the partici-
pants. They eschew high abstraction and theory to focus on capturing
peopl€'s social meanings and lived experiencesin terms people themselves
use. Using the more familiar nomenclature of this volume, ideographic
ethnographies represent 'naive realist' ethnography. Experience is studied
from within, through the use of 'thick description’, and the particularities of
the setting are drawn, not its general features. Theoretical inferences from
ideographic ethnographies thus tend to be limited, and revolve around the
claim that 'thick description' itself leadsto 'theoretical description'.

Whether ethnography is a particularizing or a generalizing method is a
longstanding debate among practitioners (seeDenzin 1989: 20-1), and the
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claim by ideographic-style ethnographers, who are naive redistsin their
methodology, that they do in fact generate theory is contested; it is obvious
that nomothetic ones do, even if the theory is didliked or disputed. In his
critique of naive realist ethnography, Hammersley (see especially 1992:
11-31) attacks their claim to engage in 'theoretical description’. By this he
meanstheir claimsto draw theoretical inferences from 'thick descriptions.
Clearly such'thick descriptions are not theoriesin themselves, but they can
use theoretical and conceptual categories and are infused with theoretical
assumptions (whether or not thisisrecognized by the ethnographer). Thick
descriptions' can also be used to test theory by applying it to concrete cases
that are studied ethnographically. Indeed, Geertz’s (1975: 27) outline of
‘thick description’ made clear that theoretical elaboration and refinement
was made possible by means of testing ideas through their application to
cases studied by the process of ‘thick description’. Ethnography may not be
the best way to test or apply theory, or, at least, the claim to do so needsto
be qualified because of the limits arising from the small-scale scope of
ethnography, although Hammersley (1992: 174—-82) acceptsthat it is poss-
ible to select cases that subject a theory to the severest possibletest. Thisis
by what is called 'theoretical sampling’, wherein cases (be they people,
groups, sub-groups or settings) are purposely selected in order to providethe
best possible test of some theory or theoretical statement. This can be by
selecting optimal cases. A good exampleis the selection by Goldthorpe and
colleagues (1968) of Luton car workers to test the claim of embourgeoise-
ment among the working classesin the early 1960s, since they were among
the wealthiest and most secureworkers at the time and those most likely to
be experiencing embourgeoisement. A similar process of theoretical sam-
pling governed my choice of ‘Easton’ district in Belfast to examinethe effects
of civil unrest on the RUC’s routine policing, for one needed to select a case
where normal policing could be expected. However, theory testing can aso
be done by sdlecting the least optimal case, for falsification can best be
achieved by selecting a case that isleast favourable to the theory, although,
as Hammerdley (1992: 182) notes, there have been few attempts at system-
atic falsification by means of ethnography.

Leaving asidethetesting of theory, most criticismis reserved for claimsthat
ethnography generatestheory. Martyn Hammerdey is among the most vocif-
erous, aboveall in his objectionsto 'thick description’ what concerns him the
most is the claim that it facilitates the generation of theory. In social science,
theory is used to explain patterns of behaviour or some socid structural regu-
larity; the theories can be general theories of socia action or society as a
whole, or be of the middlierange, in explaininglessgenerd patterns and regu-
laritiesor patterns and regularities among more small-scal e aspects of socia
life. Hammerdey (1992: 91ff) disputesthe idea that ethnography can gener-
ate theory in its genera or middle range sense. 'Theoretical statements' are
possibleif the research design permitsgeneralizationsto be made, in the sense
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that ethnographic data do permit the formulation of abstract explanatory
propositions, but developing universaligtic theories is different. He doubts
whether universal claims can be derived from single cases, even when such
cases exemplify atype, and it isimpossible to use single cases to draw infer-
encesabout thetruth or falsity of auniversal law, although few ethnographers
dtill believe that there are universal lawsin social action.

Nonetheless, two approaches exist for ethnographers to try to generate
theory of the middle range kind, although both survive merely as badges of
honour towhich lip serviceis paid. Thefirst isanalytic induction, discussed
in Chapter 4 as a technique for the analysis of ethnographic data. If
employed properly, the advocates of analytic induction believed that it was
possible to develop universal laws of human behaviour from the in-depth
anaysis of individual cases. This was part of a highly positivist enterprise
within ethnography in the post-war period (Seale 1999: 83), whichinvolved
five stages: definition of the problem; the construction of a hypothetical
explanation for it; examination of casesto support the hypothesis; reformu-
lation of the hypothesis on the basis of this testing until no negative cases
can be found; the construction o a universal generalization. Sede (1999:
85) notes that such an approach now looks extremely out of place given the
doubts about the existence of universalisticlawsin human socia behaviour.
Less anachronistic as an approach to theory generation isgrounded theory,
athough it is equally rare in application as anaytic induction, despite the
renewal of enthusiasm in grounded theory as a result of computer software
packages like NUDIST which claim to generate theory along the lines of
grounded theory. As Bryman and Burgess (1994: 5) note, some packagesfor
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis were designed with grounded
theory in mind, but Glaser and Strausss notion of grounded theory is still
essentially 'an approving bumper sticker' (Bryman and Burgess 1994: 6),
cited often but practised more rarely.

Itsintent is the same as analytical induction, but its operation different. In
its practice, grounded theory rejects the positivist approach to theory gener-
ation within analytical induction, whereby data are collectedin order to verify
or fasfy some theoretical proposition, which is then revised and tested
further against more data. Straussand Corbin (1998:158) described its oper-
ation thus: 'grounded theory is a general methodology for devel oping theory
that isgrounded in data systematically gathered and analysed. Theory evolves
during actual research and it does this through continuousinterplay between
analysisand data collection.' It playson two closaly related associations. The
first is between anaysis and data, the second between theory and data.
Grounded theory requiresthe use of inductiveanalysis, in which analysis is
built up from the ground rather than imposed from above. Aswe have seen
inan earlier chapter, qualitativedata analysisinvolvesa number of stages, like
the development of conceptual categories, typologies and classification sys-
tems. Inductive analysis requires that the analysis during these stages always



152 Ethnography

be embedded in the data themsealves, so that the analytical categories emerge
from the data, arefaithful to it and, if not couched in the terms peoplein the
fidd themsalves use, at least capture peopl€'s voices accurately. This kind of
analysis permits the development of theoretical statements that connect
together the analytical categories with the social world they describein some
explanation of the patterns and regularities. Thus, explanatory propositions
aregrounded in the data. In short, theoretical statementsshould be grounded
in the data. What ismore, fully fledged socia theoriescan be discoveredfrom
thedata by linking together a series of theoretical statementsinto an explana
tory schemaof greater complexity and abstraction aslong asthe propositions
are grounded in the data. Grounded theory is an approach, accordingto its
proponents, which facilitates the transformation of theoretical statements
into fully fledged theories. The procedurefor doing thiswas outlined in 1967
by Glaser and Strauss (alsosee Glaser 1978, 1992; Strauss1987; Straussand
Corbin 1990,1998). Thistimingwassignificant, for it emerged during a very
anti-positivist phasein socia science and when the qualitative approach was
taken to excess. Grounded theory is the antithesisdf the 1960s ‘Californian
way of subjectivity’, as Gellner once ridiculed ethnomethodology, for
grounded theory is noteworthy for its scientific orientation, its commitment
to middle range theorizing and its opposition to reducing ethnography to
mere description (even of the 'thick' kind). Y& the similarity between
grounded theory and 'thick description' has been noted by many (for
example, Sede 1999: 94), for both unravel the many layersof interpretation
and meaning involved in some piece of socia behaviour, although the ambi-
tion to render the descriptioninto middle range theoretical statementsdistin-
guishesgrounded theory.

The practiced grounded theory is quite smpleto describe, and somecom-
puter software packages now make it easier to do. Data are grouped into
codes, which represent the categories that appear in the findings. The prop-
ertiesof the codes are identified, leading to further refinement and revision of
the codesto account for variationsin the propertiesthat have been identified.
Data must be examinedfor new or different propertiesthat require reformu-
lation of the codes or new codes atogether. This is done by the generd
method of constant comparative analysis (which is why the approach is
sometimescalled the constant comparative method), in which codesare con-
stantly compared to instancesof datain increasing formsd elaboration and
refinement. In this way, categories emerge from the data that constitute
explanatory propositions to account for the patterns and regularities rep-
resented by the categories. Thesein turn lead to the development of theoreti-
cal statements and, perhaps, a fully fledged theory (referred to as ‘higher
order grounded theory) if the theoretical statementsand propositions can be
generalized to other related settings or groups. The key to the process o
devel opinggrounded theory - to develop either theoretical statementsor fully
worked social theories—istheoretical sampling (seeGlaser and Strauss1967:
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45ff). In the context of grounded theory, this involves the ethnographer
selectingwhat next to collect data on as a result of the codes, categoriesand
theoretical ideas that have been developed from the data thus far. So, 'the
analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyses his data and decideswhat datato
collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as it
emerges (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 45). Ethnographers thus devel op codes,
as the simplest theoretical tool for indexing, categorizingand explaining the
data, and then gather further data from different groups or settingsto exem-
plify, extend, develop or modify the codes, leading to the eventual refinement
of the theory. Needless to say, these codes must be grounded in the data and
befaithful to the meaningsthey describe and explain.

In later work, Strauss and Corbin (1990, 1998) extend the coding pro-
cedure. They distinguish open codes (thesimple naming of categoriesasthey
appear in the data), axial codes (identifyingthose categories that relate to
othersinthe data) and selectivecodes (corecodesor categoriesthat subsume
or explain others). Only the first constitutes a coding exercise as properly
understood, sincethe others are really explanatory propositions that el abor-
ate on open codesand are part of the processof theory generation. They are
kinds of 'theoretical codes, which conceptualize how the substantive codes
relate to each other as elementsin an integrated theory. In distinguishing
grounded theory from other coding procedures or other forms of inductive
analysis, Strauss and Corbin (1998: 166) make the point that without this
theoretical coding the analysis does not constitute grounded theory. They
also suggest the development of a ‘conditional matrix’, which puts in dia
gram form the connections between the codes and the aspects of the social
world they represent — something which qualitative computer software can
now do on the screen.

The process d constant comparison could be endless given the possibility
of discoveringnegative casesor cases with properties that constantly require
some revision of the theory, so Glaser and Strauss (1967: 61) introduce the
notion of ‘theoretical saturation'. Saturation occurswhen no additional data
are being found which develop the properties of the code or category. This
is not the same as saying that no such data are ever possible theoretically,so
saturation is awaysimperfect. What it requiresis that the ethnographer is
confident that they have searched strenuously for groups or settings that
stretch the code by looking with integrity for as diverse a data set as poss-
ible. 'Saturation is based', they write, 'on the widest possible range of data
on the category' (Glaser and Strauss 1967: 63). Ethnographers thus com-
plete the research when it seems unlikely that analysis can be taken any
further, not when it appears that all data are collected or, even worse, after
afixed time period in the field. Theoretical developmentsthus dictate data
collection, not any other contingency.

Grounded theory has many critics. Glaser (1992)has himsdf criticized the
way it has developed in a positivist and technical direction by the stresson
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verification and the programmatic and rule-following proceduresthat have
emerged within it over the years. But if for Glaser it has become a Franken-
gtein's monster, more complicated than envisaged, for othersit isan illusion
o a different kind. On the one hand (for example, see Hamrnerdey 1992:

20-1)istheclaimthat it isillusionary becauseit failsto deliver on the promise
to discover theory in the manner of 'good science, as Strauss and Corbin
(1990: 25) put it. Another isthat it cannot be applied to al kinds of ethno-
graphic data (Brown 1973). Postmodernists, with an in-built tendency to
deconstruct myths asillusions, arguethat it isa narrow analytical procedure
that prioritizescoding as the principal step. Thisisreinforced by their objec-
tions to the computer software packages, like NUDIST, that promise the
dlure of theory building on the basis of grounded theory procedures (see
Coffey et al. 1996). Coffey and Atkinson (1996) argue for more subtle pro-
cedures to tease out the layers of meaning and interpretation in the data,

which they find in variousforms of textual and discourse analysis. Grounded
theory also offends postmodernist sensibilities by constructing a single
authoritative voice that gives an 'exclusve interpretation of the data. Thus,
they seek ways of representing data that do not constrain and confineit to
anaysts codes, which is the premise of grounded theory. The solution is
found in other computer software packageslike hypertext, which alow read-
ersto maketheir own links between the data and thus to construct their own
text and reading (seeCoffey et al. 1996). For thisreason, Denzin (1998: 330)
considersgrounded theory to be out of touch with the postmodern moment
in ethnography. Moreover, its commitment to realism as a methodology
makesit blind toitsown limitations. because the data on whichany grounded
theory is based are themselves already theory laden, the eventual theory is
only discoveringitself. In postmodern terms, grounded theory discoversonly
the author's theoretical assumptions and biases. Humanistic ethnographers,
conversaly, question the obsession with theory that is explicit in grounded
theory, and didike its affinities with positivism. Strauss and Corbin have
mounted a defence against both claims. In relation to thelatter, they state that
theory isimportant in order to bolster social sciencesfrom attack (Straussand
Corhbin 1998: 168). With respect to postmodernism, they claim that grounded
theory is compatiblewith such sensibilitiesbecause multiple perspectivescan
besought in theresearch (p.172). Althoughit remainsthe casethat these mul-
tiple voices are interpreted by the researcher, their own voice is 'questioned

and provisional' (p.173) and the resulting grounded theory is recognized as
only one plausible account among others (aplausibility they see as capableof

being tested and strengthened by further research). These notionsfit the post
postmodern ideasdf someone like Hammerdey, who also considers plausibil -
ity as one of the criterialeft by which to judge ethnographic research after
postmodernism's deconstruction of ethnography.

Theory and practice are not incompatible uses of ethnographic data.
Strauss and Corbin (1998: 175) argue that grounded theory is relevant to
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both the study of the process of policy making and the development of
soecific palicies, although it is perhaps best suited to the former. The
examplethey citeistheir study of policy making in the United States health
care system (Straussand Corbin 1990). The link between theory and prac-
ticeisstressed by others. Pollard (1984: 183) believesit possibleto conduct
studies that are relevant to both theory development and policy, a view
echoed by Janet Finch in her account of policy research, where she writes
that good theoretically grounded ethnography islikely to enhance the capac-
ity of ethnography to impact on policy (Finch1986: 171).

Applied ethnographicresearch

The application of ethnography to policy is one of the most important uses
of ethnographic data, and it is a usage over which there are fewer disputes
among ethnographers themselves. But it was not always thus. The old
‘political arithmetic' tradition of British social science, epitomized by the
work of Rowntree, the Webbs, and their Fabian heirsat the London School
of Economicsin thefirst part of the twentieth century, was purposely policy
oriented, but qualitative techniques were only of secondary importance
given the positivist methodology and fact-gathering mentality that underlay
it (Finch1986: 224). However, the attack on positivism within the social sci-
encesin the 1960s negatively affected the policy orientation of British social
science by shifting the focus to theory and by undermining the validity of
empirical work (Abrams1981; Payne et d. 1981). Thus, policy-oriented
social scientistsin Britain bemoaned their paltry influence on policy com-
pared to North American counterparts, who were more closely associated
with policy makersand better able to shape the policy agenda, and had been
doing so for a much longer time (seethe complaints of Bulmer 1982b).
Humanistic ethnographers in particular rejected a policy orientation, partly
because of their anti-positivism and the association of policy research with
empiricism, and partly because the traditional sociological roots of ethnog-
raphy in the Chicago School treated it as a tool for basic not applied
research, concerned with contributing knowledge on human society without
necessarily any immediate practical purpose (Hammersley1992: 135; on the
Chicago School’s ambiguous contribution to policy research generally see
Carey 1975; for Hammerdley's own account of the Chicago tradition see
Hammersley 1989). This preferencefor basic research existed among eth-
nographers despite the tradition in the United States of applied anthro-
pology. It was in this historical context that policy makers in the United
Kingdom showed considerable biastowards quantitative research by relying
amost exclusively on quantitative information in policy making. This
preference amounted almost to an obsessive didike of qualitative data (see
Box 5.3).
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Box 5.3

Senior Researcher in the British Home Office, quoted in R. Clarke, The
effectiveness of graduate education in sociology: employment and central
government research, Sociology, vol. 15, no. 4, 1981, pp. 525-30.

More important is an appreciation of the need to provide hard
evidence. This needs to be in statistical form and, in my view,
numeracy and a liking for numbers is an essential requirement for a
successful policy oriented researcher.n this connection it must be
said that the current vogue among sociologists for informal,
qualitative methods is distinctly unhelpful. The kind of evidence
provided by these means has to compete with other professionals
— prisoner governors, probation inspectors, Her Majesty's
Inspectors of Constabulary — who will inevitably command greater
authority by virtue of their position and experience than will the
young and 'green’ research worker. The latter need 'hard' evidence
if they wish to be taken seriously.

How much the situation has changed. There has been a growing appli-
cation o ethnography, and qualitative methods generally, to policy making
in areas such as education, health, social policy and social work. There are
now textbooks directed towards the practice of applied qualitative research
(Walker 1985) and other programmatic claims (seeRist 1981, 1984; Finch
1986; Wenger 1987a, b). Commercia market research companies, aswell as
political parties, extol the virtues of focusgroup interviewsand other quali-
tative methods, and government-funded research on both sidesof the Atlan-
tic has ethnographic components (Atkinson and Hammersley 1998: 121).
Advocates now urge the use of condensed fieldwork in order to fit in with
the urgency required by policy makers (ineducation see Atkinson and Dela-
mont 1985) and recognize that in applied settings fieldwork is often non-
continuous (Fetterman 1998: 36), although some traditional ethnographers
bemoan the loss of principlesin the rush to become useful and applied (for
example, Wolcott 1980).

Two changes have occurred to explain the penchant for applied ethnog-
raphy: ethnographers became interested in affecting policy, and policy
makers and research funders lost confidencein relying exclusively on quan-
titative data. Several processes explain these changes. Ethnographers - and
qualitative researchersgenerally - becameinterested in applied research for
severd reasons. This moment isonein which 'user' involvement in research
is essential in order to receive funding. The mission statement of the Econ-
omic and Social Research Council in the UK emphasizes the necessity of
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social scienceresearch 'meeting the needsof the usersaf its research, thereby
enhancing the United Kingdom's industrial competitivenessand quality of
life' (citedin Rappert 1999: 706). There are several initiativesthat stressthe
user value of research, such asthe out-reach to businessand the community
by the Higher Education Funding Council for England. The research agenda
isnow onein which usersof research- business, government, charities, local
agencies, voluntary associations - assume an important position, something
reinforced by the effects of the Research Assessment Exercise, where
researchin measuredin part on the basisdf itseffectson non-academic users
(Rappert 1999: 716). Thisis part of the ethos of accountability that ensures
that funders of research want user applications for the money they expend
and researchers have to oblige. Qualitative researchers can thus no longer
eschew a policy orientation.

More positively, ethnographers are now enjoined to consider ‘relevance
asone of the criteria by which to judge ethnographic data. In part the atten-
tion given to 'relevance’ follows from the stress on accountability, for pub-
licly funded research in Britain is increasingly required to be relevant to
wealth creation and enhancement of the quality of life (seeRappert 1999:
705). However, it aso fits the postmodern moment in ethnography, which
believesthat relevanceisall that isleft by which to judge data once all other
measures are deconstructed and shown to be part of aredist plot. In this
view, research cannot be neutral and its value orientation should be made
explicit, with the data judged against this orientation. Thus, data are judged
by their relevanceto the values and political engagementsthat underpin the
research, although postmodernists also argue that ethnographic data can be
judged by the aesthetic effects o the prose used in the text. Thus, ethnogra-
phy ismeasured in terms of its political effectsrather than itscapacity to for-
mulate truth statements or generalizations, and relevance is for the groups
o people studied and who are emancipated or empowered by the research,
not other academics. Bloor (1997: 222) notes that, in extremity, the post-
modern position denies the utility of policy research, for it reects the
Enlightenment idea that planned intervention is capable of bringing desir-
able socia change, or that scientific knowledge can facilitate this, or that
social science produces such knowledge. But even some postmodernists see
empowerment and emancipation as relevant to public policy. Relevant
research in these postmodern terms is designed to improve the position of
the subjectsin the setting, which requires engagement with policy makers.
One of the most enthusiastic postmodern ethnographers, for example, in
outlining what he called 'Interpretative Interactionism' as a generd
methodol ogical position in qualitative research (Denzin1989: 10), saw it as
focusing exclusively on the relationship between peopl€e's private troubles -
Denzin cites'wife beating' and alcoholismasexamples- and the public poli-
ciesand public institutions created to address them.

The post postmodern ethnography represented by Hammerdey's (1990,
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1992) notion of subtle realism or Altheideand Johnson's (1998)‘analytical
realism' also valorizes relevance, but in less dramatic form. Under these
methodological positions, postmodernism constrains but does not destroy
the possibility of truth-like statements and generalizations, leaving it feasible
that some truth-like statements can impact on social and public policy.
Hammersley criticizes the politicization of social research and the emanci-
patory and political agendas of ethnographers (seeespecially Hammersley
1995), but he believesthat public relevanceis still important. Relevancefor
Hammersley (see1990: 107-17; 1992: 72-7) is measured by the impact of
the research on an audience different from the subjects o the research and
is shown in ways other than their empowerment and emancipation. Much
of the output of ethnography is concerned with particular eventsin particu-
lar places, interesting only to a limited audience. However, theoretical infer-
ences and empirical generalizations can be drawn from properly designed
ethnographic research to enable a broader range of audiencesto find the data
relevant, such as practitioners, policy-makers and other social researchers.
Thus, the data can be relevant because the topic impactson anissueof public
concern, affects the professional conduct and behaviour of practitioners,
contributes to debates and a literature among academicsor practitioners, or
exemplifies some methodological or theoretical issue or approach. Ethno-
graphic research can thus be highly relevant to a number of audiences,
including policy makers, and contribute to topics of public importance and
concern. This demand for ‘public relevance' further encourages the popu-
larity of ‘applied ethnography' among ethnographers.

There is another trend behind the popularity of applied ethnography:
government and public bodies now make more use of ethnographic data.
There are several reasons for this. One is the development of practitioner
ethnography (seeHammerdey 1992: 135-55). Graduates who are trained
in or acquainted with ethnography, reflecting changes in undergraduate
methods teaching away from empiricism, are ending up in public bodies as
practitioners. The development of policy-related practitioner ethnography,
done by nurses, teachers and health and social workers as part of their own
professiona practice and development, facilitates the growth of applied
ethnography. Ethnographic data are thus not only closdly tied to the needs
of practitioners; they themselvescollect it. Thereisadanger that practitioner
ethnographers may come to bdievethat ethnography isonly of value inas-
much asit servesthe needs of practitioners, or that only practitioners can do
policy relevant ethnographic research, but these dangers are not inherent.

A variation on practitioner researchistheinvolvement of practitionersin
the design, implementation, analysisand writing-up of the ethnography, so
that they cooperate in the research rather than do it themselves. It is poss-
ible to involve policy makers in this way too. Not only is this likely to
improve the relevance o the data for policy, it demonstrates to policy
makers the rigour with which the ethnographer approached the research
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process and thus enhances the reputation of ethnographic research among
funders and sponsors. Policy makers can participate in the design of the
research, even accompany the ethnographer in the field, and sit in on dis-
cussionsamong the research team with the subjectsof the research, thereby
gaining first-hand experienceof the research processand direct appreciation
of the setting and the actors perspectives. Policy makers are mostly very
busy and the research is likely to be marginal to their day-to-day work, so
applied ethnographers need to be flexible in their arrangements, liaise
closaly with civil servants and be succinct and clear in their meetings with
policy makers. Involving policy makers as practitioners during fieldwork
can have advantages in alowing them to identify what they would like
investigated further in subsequent fieldwork visits.

Improving the reputation of applied qualitative research reinforces the
growth of applied ethnography because it increases the chances of policy
makers using ethnographic data in policy decisions, which in turn makes
them morelikely to support and fund future ethnographic research. Asmore
qualitative data are proved to be useful to policy makers, so more are likely
to be commissioned - and governmentsand public bodies are now sponsor-
ing a lot of qualitative research. The endemic empiricism of many policy
makers, reflected in their exclusive reliance on 'hard' data and 'facts, has
been replaced by a recognition of the place of 'soft', ‘rich’ qualitative datain
accessingreal livesand real situations. One further reason for thisisthe pri-
vatization of much policy-related research effort. Private consultants and
specialist research consultanciesnow undertake alot of researchfor govern-
ment and public bodies, and their professional predisposition to use focus
groups and other qualitative methods as quick and cheap exposures to
people's opinions and situations has increased the favour in which quali-
tative methods are held among policy makers, although Rappert (1999:
717) reminds us that this is not necessarily good research. In short, applied
ethnography is popular because policy makers and ethnographers want it
done.

Models of applied qualitative research

The popularity of applied ethnography among ethnographers and policy
makers concealsatension in the usage of ethnographic data between ethno-
graphic research designed with the express purpose of addressing policy and
that whose findings are used coincidentally as part of a body of knowledge
drawn on to inform policy decisions. The former is genuinely ‘applied’

research; the latter is'pure’ or 'basic' research that has an intended or unin-
tended policy effect. This highlightsthe fact that there are different kinds of

policy research. In a classic formulation, Bulmer (1982b) identified three
models of applied research. The 'empiricist model’ involves researchersin
collectingfactual information at the request of policy makersto inform their
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decisions. Someforms of practitioner ethnography come within this model.
L eaving aside the methodol ogical point about whether ‘facts arethereto be
collected immune from value commitments, political agendas or theoretical
biases, this model accords the policy makers the power to determine what
they want information about and thus to shape, even distort, the policy
agenda. In the 'engineering model’, Bulmer argues, policy makers identify
the problems that require solution, towards which researchersare required
towork if publicly funded. Again, policy makers set the research agenda by
defining the problems that require solution, foreclosing aternative formu-
lations of the problem or the investigation of different problems. Prac-
titioner ethnography and private sector ethnography are better suited to this
model.

The third type of policy research is endorsed by Bulmer and caled the
‘enlightenment model'. In this case, researcherskeep one step removed from
policy makers in order to retain their critical and independent gaze, while
remaining committed to 'being relevant in policy terms. Researchers offer
‘enlightening’ and alternative formulations of problems, offer new perspec-
tives on past policies, problems and solutions, and engage in research
designed to impact policy in a general and indirect manner rather than
soecificaly (Hammersley 1992: 131-2). As Davies (1999: 59) points out,
research in the enlightenment model shapes policy incrementally by adding
weight to the volume of information and is not geared to the short-term goals
of policy makers dealing with a specific problem or wanting to introduce a
soecificintervention strategy. Traditional forms of ethnography, independent
o policy makers, best fit this model. However, Davies (1999: 60) rightly
warns that the retention of intellectual and critical independence comeswith
acost. Policy makersare unlikely to havethe timeto sift through alarge body
o cumulativeknowledgeand consult the debatesand literature derivingfrom
it before garnering what is of practical relevance to them. In redity, she
writes, ‘'researchers are much more likely to have some input into policy for-
mation when they do research directed towards particular policy issues and
sponsored by organisations involved in making and implementing socia
policy' (Davies1999: 60). At the very least, ethnographers must be prepared
to interact with policy makers and make their findings accessibleto them by
presenting them in a format and language they can understand. Hence the
adviceto use diagrams, maps and non-technical jargon, to hone oral presen-
tation skills and to write 'executive summaries in the text to enable policy
makers to get to the kernel of the recommendations quickly (someof this
advice can be found in Waker 1985: 177-95). In practice, therefore, the
other modelsof policy research, with al their attendant difficulties,are likely
to have a greater impact on policy than the 'enlightenment modd'. Thusit is
not surprising that Wenger (1987a) should term the relationship between
research practiceand policy as problematic (for discussionsaf how problem-
aicit can be seethe other contributions in Wenger 1987b).
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In Bulmer's formulation of the three models of policy research, the
relationship researchers have with policy makers veers between the same
two poles. one in which the researchers follow an agenda set by policy
makers at the risk of losing their critical independence; another where
researchersretain intellectual and critical distance but at the risk of lessen-
ing their impact on policy. Naset al. (1987)outline what they call the ‘prax-
eologica approach’, which broadens our understanding of the relationship
between researchersand policy makers by extending the definition of what
constitutes applied research. Four types are identified. 'Thematic research'
focuseson a particular substantive area within academic disciplines, such as
medical sociology, ethnic and race relations, or education studies, and
involves researchersworking on theoretical or empirical issues which have
some public relevance. No policy effect may beintended and its relevanceto
policy is only very indirect and will involve little association with policy
makers. 'Evaluative research’ has a more specific policy focus and ischarac-
terized by the intent to collect evidence on the effects of an intervention
strategy or policy. This may or may not be done at the behest and under the
guidance df the original formulators of the policy and thus may or may not
involvethe suspension of the researcherscritical perspective. Thethird type
they refer to as'policy research’, in which the researcher gathers and analy-
ses data designed to be used by policy makers in their decisions, and thus
normally done under the sponsorship, commission or employ of policy
makersthemselves. The policy maker setsthe agendain atop-down manner.
In contrast, 'action research’ is bottom-up and isdone in association with a
target population whose situation requires improvement and change. The
research is intended to feed back into planning and policy, although the
achievement of policy change depends on policy makers awareness of the
information and their readinessto useit.

Ethnographic research can be applied in al four senses. In the weakest
meaning of applied research, ethnography can be used to explore the themes
within a substantive sub-disciplinary area. A great dea of ethnographic
researchisappliedin thissense, since most of it isconducted within theframe-
work of a substantivefocus, whether this be education, race relations, police
studies, medicine or whatever. Even those ethnographers who object to the
growth of practical or applied ethnography are applied in this sense. How-
ever, it is'applied ethnography' only in a very tangential sense, sincethereis
no explicit intent to affect policy or conduct policy-related research. Ethnog-
raphy can be more directly applied by engaging in eva uative research, such
as the evaluation of a specific palicy intervention, as in Smith and Cantley's
(1985) use of ethnographic methods to evaluate a particular psychogeriatric
unit introduced by alocal health authority. Practitioner ethnography shows
how it can be'applied’ in the sense of engaging in policy research, and there
are many examples of action research undertaken ethnographically, where
ethnographers engage directly with a target group - gypsies (Okely 1983),
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femae victims of domestic violence (Dobash and Dobash 1979), working-
classtruantsfrom school (Corrigan1979) - to try to influence policy makers
to changethe situation experienced by the target population. Because ethnog-
raphy by definition involvesclose participation with the subjects under study,
it is particularly relevant to action research, and applied ethnographic
research of the other kinds often shifts its characteristicstowards an action
research approach because of the engagement and identification with the
lives, experiencesand problemsexperienced by peoplein the setting.
Another typology of policy-related research was outlined by Robert
Walker (1985), one of the earliest pioneers of applied qualitative data. In
later work (Walker 1988) he identified four types of applied research: con-
textual, diagnostic, creativeand evaluative. 'In brief', he writes, ‘contextual
research is concerned with what exists and diagnostic research with why it
exists. Evaluative research is concerned with appraising policy after
implementation or judging between policy options ahead of implemen-
tation. Creative research informs the development or formulation of plans
or actions (Walker1988: 10). They are not equally amenable to qualitative
methods. Walker arguesthat most ‘fact gathering' about what a situation is
likerequiresquantitative methods, with qualitative methods being used only
where the topic or the research subjects constrain the use of quantitative
methods, although it is possibleto imaginethat disclosurecof theactors own
perceptions about what the situation islike would be more suitable to quali-
tative methods. Qualitative methods can also be important in the initial
identificationof problems beforefurther exploration on alarger scale. Diag-
nostic research explains the reasons why a situation or problem islikeit is,
and again the role of qualitative methods is limited to grounded theory
approaches that might proffer an explanation or the actors own accounts
of why things are as they are. Walker contends that qualitative methods
come into their own with evaluative policy research, especialy, he writes
(Walker1988: 13), if pluralistic evaluation isrequired, involving the assess-
ment of policiesor intervention strategies from the perspective of the mul-
tiple actors involved in the setting. Qualitative research copes with the
flexibility and complexity of the social world better than quantitative meth-
ods, allowingit to respect and cope with diversity and recognizethe multiple
ways in which people understand and react to interventions and policies.
However, it isin the creative type of policy research that qualitative meth-
ods are supposed to excel (Walker 1988: 14). Qualitative methods, it is
claimed (Rist 1981; Finch 1986), assist in reorienting the policy maker in
imaginativeways by redrawing the boundaries of problems, responding cre-
atively with new guestions and isolating the levers of change (Finch 1986:
180). They do so by allowing policy makers and the target population to be
involved in the research process, in the form of action research, enabling the
redirection to evolve during the research, and by being flexible enough to
alow last minute adjustments to suit the emerging plans of policy makers.
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These different models of policy research illustrate the varied ways in
which qualitative research can have practical applications. It is clear from
this outline that in practice the models are very similar, ensuring that the
characterizations of the contribution of applied qualitative research which
are contained with them are very alike. The same basic contrasts appear in
these models.

e Qualitative researchers can affect policy by engaging in indirect studies
that add to the cumulative knowledge needed by policy makers, or they
can undertake directed studies feeding straight into a policy initiative or
intervention strategy.

¢ They can undertake studies of the policy process and the way policies
emergecreatively, or of the specific policiesthat emergefrom that process.

e Qualitative researchers can have close cooperation with policy makers,
perhaps even involving them as research participants, or they can main-
tain an intellectual and critical independence.

These choices put traditional ethnographersin a difficult position. Some
o the key principlesof the method and practice of ethnography have to be
sacrificed to give ethnography an applied and practical bent. As we have
seen, applied ethnography can involve changes in fieldwork practice by
requiring shorter periods spent in the field, and risks losing the ethnogra-
pher's critical perspective; it can diminish the ambition to generate theory
and dilute the focus on actors meaningsin asocial setting. Thus, some eth-
nographers refuse to engagein policy research at all. Those who are aware
of the compromises applied ethnography involves but still wish to have an
impact on policy tend to opt for certain choicesin the above antinomies.
They prefer to keep their critical distance from policy makers, engage in
studies that are policy-relevant in a general rather than specific way and
focus on the process of policy making as much as on addressing particul ar
palicies.

The contribution of ethnography to policy research

The main features of ethnographic data are their richness and depth.
Breadth can be introduced if the research design permits theoretical infer-
encesor empirical generalizations. The data themselvescomein the form of
extracts of natural language: long quotations from interviews, extracts from
personal documents, notes of observations and so on. The usefulnessaf this
kind of data depends on how important one feelsit is to access the socia
meaningsaf peoplein a setting. Ethnography is premised on the belief that
thisisvita. Thusfour imperativesfor research follow, as outlined above:

¢ we need to ask peoplewhat meaningsthey give to the social world;
¢ we need to ask them in such away that they can tell usin their own terms;
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¢ we need to ask them in depth because these meaningsare often taken for
granted and deeply embedded,;

¢ we need to address the social setting that gives substance and context to
these meanings.

These imperatives can make a significant contribution to policy research.
AsWalker (1988: 9) wrote, ‘qualitative methods can get to the parts of some
policy problems that quantitative ones cannot reach, and vice versa'
Ethnography can offer the following to policy makers:

¢ it can help to provide the world view and social meanings of those
affected by some policy or intervention strategy;

¢ it can help to provide the views of those thought to be part of the prob-
lem that the policy or intervention strategy isintended to address;

¢ it can be used to evaluate the effectsaf a policy or intervention strategy as
these effects are perceived and experienced by the people concerned;
it can be used to identify the unintended consequencesaf policy initiatives
and strategies as they manifest themselvesin the experiences of people;

e it can be used to provide cumulative evidencethat supplies policy makers
with a body of knowledgethat is used to inform decision making;

e it can be used to supplement narrow quantitative information and add
flesh to somedf the statistical correlations and factual data used toinform
decision making.

Thereisacontrast in this list between ethnography as the principal method
of data collection and as an adjunct to quantitative research. It is widely
recognized that ethnography and other qualitative methods can be used asa
form of pilot testing for the questionsto be used in amasssurvey or asa sen-
sitizing technique to collect the prior information that enables the research
team to devise the answers to the closed questions from which respondents
are asked to select. It can help to determine how concepts are to be opera-
tionalized in the research and clarify hypotheses to be tested. The use of
ethnography as the principal source of evidenceis less widely recognized.
However, in 1979 the Research and Devel opment Committee of the Market
Research Society compiled a report on the use of qualitative methods and
recommended their use as the principal method in limited circumstances
(citedin Walker 1985: 17-18). This revolutionary shift in attitude towards
qualitative research reflected the pressures on private research companies
and consultants for seemingly quicker and less expensivemethods to enable
them to meet the growing demand for research among central and local
government and other public bodies. The report recommended the use of
ethnographic and qualitative methods as the principal research approach in
two limited circumstances.

when the information is new and unfamiliar;
¢ when the information requested is too subtle or complex to be elicited by
questionnaires and other quantitative techniques.
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The use of questionnaires in a survey, for example, requires that the
researchers know the questions to ask and are able to predict the range of
answers from which people are asked to select. When this prior knowledge
is missing, ethnographic and qualitative research can legitimately be used as
the primary source of data. When the information is complex and subtle,
more sensitive methods need to be used to accessit. It wasimpossibleto ask
policemen and women in the Royal Ulster Constabulary what their feelings
wereabout being targets of paramilitary violence, and how they confronted
and coped with the prospect of violent death and maiming, by means of a
questionnaire which used closed questions and asked them to tick which
responsefrom the selection | had given them came nearest to their feelings.
To approach the subtlety and complexity of the topic in thisway would do
travesty to the topic and be offensiveto the subjects. What | did instead was
use ethnographic methods, involving natural conversations and in-depth
interviews, to examine how the men and women talked about their danger
and threat (seeBrewer 1991a: 163-78). There isanother dimension relevant
to this point. Where the topic is subtle and complicated, major research
questions may emerge during the course of the study itself, so that the orig-
inal ideas and formulations have to be refocused or even overturned as the
research unfolds. The advantage of ethnography, and qualitative research
generdly, is that its flexibility can accommodate these reorientations. A
questionnaire, painstakingly drafted on the drawing board before data col-
lection begins, cannot be redrafted if in the course of the research one finds
that the wrong questions have been asked or important questions omitted.
The lack of standardization within ethnography is an advantage in this
instance (seeFinch 1986: 161).

There are other situations in which ethnography can be the primary
source of data beyond those identified by the Market Research Society:

when actors social meanings are required in order to move beyond the
causal explanations derived from statistical explanations;
when alongitudinal elementis required in order to study social processes
over time;

« when the subjects of the research or the topic are not amenable to study
by quantitative means.

Some ethnographers claim that the approach can expose the limits of sta-
tistics and statistical evaluations (Denzin 1989: 11). Less tendentiously,
qualitative research can illuminate statistical relationships by throwing into
relief the social meanings of the actors described in them. A good example
is the statistical correlation between truancy from school and social class.
To move beyond the link between working-class status and truancy, one
may want to understand the rationality and meaningsof the working-class
kids who bunk off school. Paul Corrigan, in Schooling the Smash Street
Ki ds, showsthat in terms of the social meanings o the children themselves,
truancy is arational and purposeful act in the face of a school curriculum
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they find irrelevant, boring and meaningless (Corrigan 1979). Understand-
ing this allows policy makers and educationists to focus attention on the
contents of the school curriculum rather than the social classof the truants
asaway of solving the problem.

Ethnographic research routinely involves a longitudinal element because
it involves sustained contact with subjectsin the setting over a prolonged
period of time. To build longitudinality into quantitative researchis prohibi-
tively expensive becauseit involvesa repeat study at a second time juncture,
so ethnographic research is particularly suitable to studying social processes
over time. This is particularly relevant to research evaluating the effects of
policy changes and intervention strategies introduced during fieldwork,
alowing classic 'before’ and 'after’ assessments. Ethnographic research is
also useful given certain sorts of respondents. It isthe only method possible
with respondents who are inarticulate and have few communication skills,
restricting data to participant observation, or when the research population
istoo small and difficult to locate. Ethnography is also important when the
respondents are unlikely to respond to requests for sensitive material asked
in standardized closed questions, such as certain elitegroupswho might not
bother to reply to mailed questionnaires coming through the letterbox but
who may agreeto in-depth interviews. High-status groups ought not to be
sent mailed questionnaires but should receive a persona touch. Ethno-
graphic methods are useful as the primary source of data when the group is
controversial and may not submit to research or in some other way beresis-
tant to it, in which instance covert observation may be possibleif ethical
constraints have been reconciled.

Qualitative methods are particularly useful where the topic, setting or
respondents are sensitive and controversial, as are many of the public con-
cerns that are rooted in private troubles. AIDS, adoption, incest, domestic
violence, sex abuse, mental illnessand so on. It isalsoimportant to note here
that sometopicsinvolve patterns of behaviour that cannot be meaningfully
measured in a few standardized closed questions - rapes, poverty, fraud,
muggings, morale and more (Walker 1985: 18) - so that they are best
studied qualitatively. Rist (1984)arguesthat qualitative methods come into
their own when thetopic involvesa multiplicity of actorswith different per-
spectives: policy makers, clients and their relatives, welfare workers, pro-
fessional care workers and the like. It is also useful when it isimportant to
delve behind some official fagade and public front to examine actual beliefs
and behaviour. Hammerdley (1992: 125) makes the point that qualitative
methods are crucial for detecting deviationsfrom theintended goalsof some
policy or intervention, exploring unintended consequences as experienced
by the target population or the policy makers themselves. Table 5.1 sum-
marizes the contribution that ethnography and qualitative methods gener-
aly can make to policy research.

It must be remembered, however, that encouraging policy makers to
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Table5.1 Applied ethnographic research

Stage of research Radle

Prdiminary stege Claificaiond concepts
Formulationd hypotheses
Discovery d new and unfamiliar data
Adjunct to quantitativeinformation

Principd sege When thetopicis
complex and subtle;
sngtive
controversd;
immeasurable
concerned with change over time
When thesubjectsare
inarticulate;
dite
resistant to ressarch;
gndl in number;
difficult to locate geographicaly

Source: derived from Walker (1985:21).

recognize the contribution of ethnography and qualitative methods should
not extend to denying the important contribution of quantitative evidence.
Ethnography routinely involves a wide source of data as a result of the use
of multiple methods, and thus might be more advantageous than any other
single method, including questionnaires and surveys, but Hammersley
(1992: 124) is right to remind us of three risks: over-exaggeration of the
validity of ethnographic findings compared to other sorts of social research;
simplistic notions that direct contributions to policy are possible from
ethnographic studies; and exaggeration of the effect which research gener-
dly has on policy making. Thus, he argues against fase notions of superi-
ority for any kind of research approach, claiming that each has advantages
depending on the topic, location and subjectsof the research (Hammersley
1992: 127).

The warnings about too much enthusiasm in promoting the cause of
applied ethnography aresalutary. Studies of the policy-makingprocessshow
that decisions are not necessarily based on careful consideration of the
research (Rappert 1999: 708). The chase after ‘relevance’ and 'practical
application' can cause an over-reliance on commercia funds for applied
research, thus damaging academic freedom. Sponsors can limit the ethnog-
rapher's autonomy by delaying or preventing publication of findingscritical
of the sponsor (seethe case of Miller (1988) and the former Northern
Ireland Civil Service with respect to the topic of discrimination against
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Catholics). Organizations that commission research sometimesdidike revel-
ation of critical findings, and some require academic researchers to sign
away their right to publish. So do public bodies from whom researchersare
seeking permission to undertake research. For example, the RUC requires
academic researchersseeking access to complete a confidentiality agreement
(seeBox 5.4) that includesquestions about the applicant's addressesover the
past ten years in the United Kingdom and outside, and the names and
addresses of parents for the same period. Thus, greater participation by
‘users in commissioningand assessing research increasestheir control over
the research agenda (by determining what they will or will not fund or give
access to), increases their influence over the research process (by affecting
the design of the project and data collection), and the dissemination of the
results (by limiting publication).

Conclusion

Practitioner ethnographers and those working inside commercial research
agencies, government and public bodies make a different sort of contribution
from ethnographers working in an academic environment. Commissioned
consultants working in a direct relationship with policy makers or in-house
researchersworking to a policy agendacan end up telling the commissioning
agency what it wants to hear. There is an important distinction, therefore,
between practitioner ethnography and the contribution of ethnographers
working in academic environments, for thelatter tend to adopt a critical and
challenging attitude towards what Finch (1986: 224) cals'the officid view,

and to produce findings not wholeheartedly embraced by officialdom. This
critical stance means that academic ethnographers can, because of their close
association with peoplée's real lives, suggest alternative moral points of view
from which a problem, policy or intervention strategy can be judged (onthis
see Becker 1967: 23-4). Through the use of data that capture persona
experiencesthe differences between the perspectives o ordinary people and
officidldom can be explored. This critical stance can be missng in prac-
titioner ethnographer and forms of qualitative market research consultancy.
Thiscritical stance isimportant to al the usagesto which ethnographic data
can be put. Threein particular have been stressed in this chapter: the role of

ethnography in generating knowledge; itsrole in theory generation, particu-
larly in the development of grounded theory; and its application to issues of
policy and policy making. The ethnographer's critical gaze on socid life, his
or her closenessto the people studied, the wish to get behind the fagade and
tocritiqueofficia positionsand claims, al ensurethat academic ethnography
ischallengingand confrontational. It generatesknowledge, socid theoriesof

the middle range and policy-related research evidence that puts the ordinary
actors' perspective, even documenting the diversity of these perspectives, and
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Box 5.4

CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT AND THE TERMS AND CON-
DITIONS OF ACCESS TO THE RUC FOR RESEARCH PURPOSES

This is an agreement between (hereinafter 'Recipient’) and Force
Research on behalf of the Chief Constable of the Royal Ulster Constabu-
lary (hereinafter 'Discloser’) under which the Discloser may disclose and
the Recipientmay receive certain confidentialinformation for the sole pur-
pose described in Appendix ‘A’ (hereinafter 'Information’).

Confidentiality and Commitments

I Toconsultwith the Discloser on the detail of the proposed research and
to seek the advice of the Discloser. This will involve submitting and
agreeing a full research project specification.

2 Toreportto the Discloserany proposalto change the scope or content
of the research and to advise the Discloser on the progress of the
research.

3 From the date of the disclosure, the Recipient shall maintain the infor-
mation in confidence and limit the use of that information to the pur-
pose specified in Appendix 'A'. Recipient shall use areasonable standard
of care to avoid disclosure of information.

4 (@ Police will select focus groups based on criteria supplied by
(b) A schedule of questions will be provided for perusal prior to each

focus group.

() Communication with the RUC will be strictly through the desig-
nated liaison officer.

5 The Recipientshall limit internal access to such information only to indi-

viduals, who have a need to know the information, and only with the prior

approval of the Discloser.

6 (@ The Recipient shall not copy or reproduce, in whole or in part, any

information without written authorisation of the Discloser, except
& is necessary to fulfil the purpose stated in Appendix'A'.

(b) The Recipient shall submit the text of any proposed report, thesis,
or other publication in connection with the research to the Dis-
closer, permitting the Discloser the opportunity to comment on,
and seek identification of any part of the text derived from official
sources. This is to enable the Discloser to ensure that nothing pub-
lished would be likely to cause embarrassment, for example, by the
identification of any individual or institution.

() The Recipient will ensure that no publication or communication in
connection with the research through any channel of publicity will
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take place, without the approval of the Discloser, with regard to
content, format and timing of any such publication.

(d) The Recipientshall, on completion of the research, make all reason-
able efforts to promptly return all tangible information and copies
thereof.

Ownership and Publication of Information
Ownership and copyright of information supplied shall remain with the
Discloser.

Storage of Information

The Recipient shall ensure that all information supplied by the Discloser
will be stored securely when not in use, whether in paper, computer disk
or any other format

General

| The Discloser does not guarantee that the information to be suppliedto
the Recipient will be accurate and complete, unless otherwise agreed
upon.

2 The Discloser accepts no responsibility for any expenses, losses or
action incurred or undertaken by the Recipient as aresult of the receipt
of the information.

3 This agreement expresses the entire agreement and understanding of
the Recipient and the Discloser, with respect to the subject matter
thereof and supersedes all prior oral or written agreement, commit-
ments and understandings pertainingto the subject matter.

4 This agreement shall not be modified or changed in any manner, except
in writing and signed by both the Recipient and the Discloser. This shall
also apply to any waiver of this requirement.

5 | accept that failure to comply with the above conditions may influence
any future applications of a similar nature.

6 1 recognise that failure to comply with the terms and conditions of the
Data Protection Act (1984) is a criminal offence and contraventioncould
lead to prosecution.

7 This agreement shall be governed by the substantive laws of the United
Kingdom. The courts of Northern Ireland shall have exclusive jurisdic-
tion over any dispute arising out of or in connection with this agree-
ment. The Disclosure may also commence any court proceedings at the
general place of jurisdiction or the registered principal office of the
Recipient.

Reproduced with the permission of the RUC.
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is thus always likely to reveal the complexity of situations and to challenge
accepted views. Ethnographersshould always aspire to be iconoclastic.
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Conclusion: whither
ethnography?

Introduction

Doesethnography have afuture?ltsroots are ancient; itsfutureis uncertain.
Travellersand outsiders of different kinds have for centuries lived among
strangers and recorded their way of life. It becamea specialist skill for social
researchersat the beginningof the twentieth century. Since then, great con-
sensus has emerged about its central features as a research method. As
definedin thisvolume, ethnography isthe study of peoplein naturally occur-
ring settings or ‘fields by methods of data collection which capture their
social meanings and ordinary activities. It involves the researcher partici-
pating directly in the setting, if not also the activities, in order to collect data
in a systematic manner but without meaning being imposed on them exter-
naly. Defined in thisway, it is one of the principal research methodsin the
social sciences, and foremost in the repertoire of qualitative researchers. Yet
ethnography is under attack from within and without the qualitative tra-
dition.

Among al the methods available to qualitative researchersit has been
subject to the most criticism by ethnographers themselvesand seen the great-
est debate about itstheoretical and methodol ogical suppositions. Thelitera-
ture on ethnography is a battleground, and whilein a senseit always was,
the combatants have changed. Ethnography is no longer sniped at just from
the outside by proponentsof the natural sciencemodel of social researchfor
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failing to meet the cannons of science; its greatest critics are ethnographers
under the sway of postmodern deconstruction. To some ethnographers,
ethnography is no longer a privileged method to collect a special form of
knowledge (inanthropology see Clifford 1983; Clifford and Marcus 1986;
in sociology see Hammersley and Atkinson 1983; van Maanen 1988; Atkin-
son 1990; Hammerdley 1990, 1992; Denzin 1997; Atkinson and Hammer-
dey 1998; Richardson 1998). All accounts are constructions and the whole
issue of which account more accurately represents social reality is meaning-
less (seeDenzin 1992; Richardson 1992). They likenit to journalism, which
aways was the case among natural sciencecritics, but now also to fiction,
poetry or travel ogues.

However, the postmodern critique of ethnography is not its only chal-
lenge. If postmodernism is a motif of contemporary social science, its twin
isglobalization. Globalization has becomeone of the conventiona wisdoms
of social science, inwhich it isclaimed that the world is becoming smallerin
scale as relationships become larger in scale. This is not a conundrum.
Global relations and patterns now affect economic markets, consumption
and lifestyles, cultural identities, palitics, the environment, the military and
culture artefacts, among other things. This makes the world a 'global vil-
lage', wherein peoplelive their lives on alarger scale than hitherto, travel-
ling more extensively, watching and reading global media products, being at
the mercy of events outside the control of their nation state and national
economy, and subject to cultural homogenization. Globalization poses a
threat to ethnography as serious as that of postmodernism. In the post-
modern critique, ethnography is deconstructed so that its procedures and
product are valueless; in the globalization critique it isleft without a subject
matter as aresult of the disappearance of the local under global processes.
Locd fiedlds assitesfor interesting and innovative social action and partic-
ularistic social meanings, which ethnography once explored, get subsumed
under the homogenization that occurswith globalization. Globalization cre-
ates a cultural glob in which there is no space for difference, and thus for
ethnography's stresson bounded fields as sitesfor localized social meanings.

Devoid of asubject matter and without practicesthat distinguishit from
fiction or documentary travel writing, ethnography appears to have no
future. However, this volumehasthroughout mounted a vigorousdefence of
ethnography from its postmodern critics. Post postmodern ethnography
believes that it is till possible to make truth-like statements, even though
these are contingent and conditional, and that it remains feasible to assess
ethnographic representations of the social world by conventional criteria
that give the datalegitimacy. This defencewill not be repeated here. Instead,
the focusin the conclusion is on the implications globalization has for the
practice and subject matter of ethnography. We ask whether ethnography
hasafuture asaresult of the threat posed by globalization; and it most cer-
tainly does. The argument mounted here involves giving ethnography back
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its subject matter, or, at least, showing that it was never threatened by
globaization in the first place. Two examples from my previous ethno-
graphic research are given to empirically focus these claims, the one con-
cerning Ulster Loyalism (seeBrewer 1998; Brewer and Higgins 1999), the
other local crime management in Belfast (seeBrewer et al. 1997,1998). The
attack implied by globalization is outlined first.

Globalization and ethnography

Globalization can be thought of asthe widening, deepeningand quickening
of theworldwide interconnectionsin social, cultural, political and economic
life (Heldet d. 1999: 2).Some sociologistsdispute that it is new and point
to earlier periods of globalization, such as Western expansion in the nine-
teenth century; others are sceptical about its outcome and point to contra-
dictory processes within it. A few deny that it is even occurring, at least to
the extent that its enthusiasts claim. It is probably best to conceive of it as
severa processes rather than one, with different components in the various
areas of socia life which are experiencing global interconnectedness. And
some of these processes have longer historical precedentsthan others, most
notably political globalization through imperialism and the expansion of
empiresin the past. Nor are these processes producing a simple linear pat-
tern of development towards the same end. But there are few areas of socia
life which escape the processes of globalization and there is an accelerating
interdependence, wherein national borders are losing their significanceand
developmentsin one placeimpact directly on others associal, cultural, econ-
omic, military and political activitiesare stretched across frontiers.

Enthusiasts for globalization, known as 'hyperglobalists by Held and
colleagues (1999: 3-5), point to the demise of the local as relations and
networks structure around global interactions. Activities are no longer
organized around a territorial principle and thus becomelocally disembed-
ded, diminishing the significancedf locality and the particularities of place.
New technologiesaf telecommunication and the emergence of international
media corporations have generated cultural flows that exceed those of
earlier epochs, and help to establish both a pattern of shared cultural belief
over an extensiveareaand reciprocal interaction between separate places, so
that cultural formsin one place influencethose in another (seeMann 1986).
The homogenization of mass consumption among the young also spreads
cultural flows across the world (Featherstone1990, 1991; Sklair 1995).The
homogenization of culture further reduces the space for locality. National
education systems, transnational media and global consumer markets all
subvert localism. The emergencedf ‘global cities seemsto exemplify thedis-
appearance of thelocal.

Theloss of the local affects both identity and tradition. Identitiesare no
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longer seen as anchored in local socia structures but constructed through
the global mass media images that bombard people. People are no longer
what their position in the socia structure makes them: they are not defined
by their position in the class structure or their identification with local or
national territory; they are what they shop. Old identities are replaced by
new ones developed around consumption patternsthat are universalisticin
their content. In such a circumstance, identity becomes translocal (some-
thing reinforced by the development of multicultural societies and diaspora
communities). Thisideais particularly associated with postmodern critiques
of globalization, in which old identities have been replaced with 'hybrid'
ones (Hall et al. 1992: 310; see dlso Hall and du Gay 1996), and where, in
astate of hyper-reality, as Baudrillard describes it, peopl€'s identitiesare no
longer anchored in social structures but constructed through lifestyleimages
in the mass media (seeSklair 1999: 329).

Furthermore, tradition is destroyed under theimpact of globalization and
the homogenization of culture. Globalization acceleratesthe declinein tra-
dition that occurs under modernity and intensifies deroutinization (Giddens
1979: 220-1), by which is meant that tradition no longer underwrites the
taken-for-grantedness of everyday life, which accordingly loses some of its
routine character. Given the importance of this sense of routine to people,
the weakening of its grip resultsin what Giddens calls'ontological insecur-
ity'. Thisis not the only feature of 'reflexive modernization', as he prefersto
describe globalization (Beck et al. 1994). With the destruction of tradition
comes the loss of local community and the stretching of action across
time—space distances, so that the locale losesits centrality as asitefor socia
action and emotional investment. Globalization involves the stretching of
social action acrossfrontiers, so that people are affected by 'action at adis-
tance', where developments in one country have significant intended or
unintended consequencesfor another. 'Distant others thus come to affect
individualsand 'overlapping communitiesof fate' emerge, wheresocial situ-
ations across the globe are more closely entwined than historically has been
the case. Globalization is thus closdly associated with the disappearance of
the local and of locally structured identities and tradition. People do not
think or act locally, or identify with their locality. It isthis disappearance of
the local that bears on ethnography.

The practical limits of ethnography as a method, if not also its methodo-
logical preferencefor naturalism, require the survival of the local. Both its
setting and its subject matter arelocal. Ethnography asa study islocaly set,
since it examines social meanings in a discrete and bounded locale. The
requirement to participate in the activitiesunder study and to share in the
ways of lifein the setting forces a restriction on studying a specific locality.
It can do no other than engage in small-scale studies in physicaly and cul-
turally bounded locales. Not only isits setting local, its subject matter isthe
local. Ethnography is characterized by small-scale studies to explore the
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social meanings of peoplein a particular setting. Such meanings are locally
structured and embedded and thus are heavily shaped by the setting in which
they occur. Ethnography is premised on the notion that the setting isin some
way revealing becauseit displayssocia meaningswhich are either unique or
specia to it, or which might be representative of something more general
and thus must be compared to similar local settings elsewhere. Either way,
it isthe features of social meaningsin the local setting - their uniqueness or
their potential for generalizations — which form the basis of the study.
Ethnography has no rational e outside the survival of thelocal. It has neither
aspecial placeinwhichtolocateitsstudy nor a specia subject matter. Under
the globalization of society and the homogenization of culture, ethnogra-
phy's role would merely be to chart the onward march o the cultural glob.
In so doing there would be no real reason to focus on one setting over
another, for the settings become amorphous equivalents. Ethnography’s sub-
ject matter narrowsto that of charting thefeatures of the glob; even thiswill
eventually disappear becausesuch atask isfinite.

No one can deny that globalization is occurring, but a critique of the
globalization thesisshows that both tradition and locality survive, although
in different forms than in earlier periods. Ethnography is thus left a future.
As shown below in the two case studies, ethnography's role under globaliz-
ation isto:

¢ chart the experienceof peoplein alocal setting to demonstrate how global
processesare mediated by local factors;

¢ address the persistenceof tradition;

¢ describehow traditional identitiesinterface with globally structured ones.

In the face of globalization, tradition and locality are being reasserted. Two
case studieswill be presented toillustrate their persistence, showing the con-
tinued relevance of ethnography as the study of locally bounded and situ-
ated social meanings. Thefirst case study concerns Ulster Loyalism.

Tradition, identity and Ulster Loyalism

Some commentators on the globalization thesisargue that tradition resumes
itsimportance as a measure of identity becauseit challengesthe globalizing
forcesthat threaten people's localismand senseof personal difference. How-
ever, it doessoin one or more of three new forms (seeGiddens 1996c¢: 15ff).
Theseforms are not mutually exclusive.

e Tradition can become fundamentalism. Religious, political and cultural
fundamentalism offersaway of finding a place of authenticity in achang-
ing world. That is, local practices, bdiefs and traditions - and the identi-
ties they confer — can be defended with the vigour of fundamentalism,
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becausethe tradition is seen asthe solething of valuein a universeof com-
peting values, and held on to tenaciously asthe last certainty in a chang-
ing, global world. Loyalty to on€'s tradition, and a bdlief in its certainty
and rightness, is held with a fundamentalist-like fervour. Thus, funda-
mentalist loyalty to tradition becomesa medium for structuring identity:
we are what the strength of our loyalty to our tradition makes us.

e Tradition can becomerdic. Local culture and identity can be reduced to
those relics, habits and routines associated with atraditional past, so that
the binding force of the group or neighbourhood is not culture but the
relicitself. Therelicisinvested with meaning as an expression of the past,
becoming a symbol of a community lost, rapidly going or under threat.
The performance of the routine, habit or relic becomesthe main expres-
sion of identity. Thus, the relics, habits and practices associated with
former traditions become a medium for structuring identity: we are what
our cultural practicesmake us.

e Tradition can become collective memory. As sociologistssee it, the his-
torical past is never set in aspic, asif it was unchanging and fixed and a
matter of unambiguous record. Rather, the past iscontinuously reconsti-
tuted on the basisof the present, so that present concerns affect how the
past is recollected and understood. Tradition isthe organizing medium of
collectivememory, interpreting the past and organizingit according to the
concerns of the present. Tradition in this sense contains formulaic truths
that selectively interpret the past in order to serve the present, and while
it becomesasocial gluethat binds peopl e together, the collective memory
distorts the past. Collective memory constitutes a form of identity in the
face of the postmodern fracture in identity, for it redefines notions of
‘indder' and outsider' that the pluralism of postmodernity confuses. The
‘other' is now anyone — everyone — who is outside the tradition and does
not share the collective memory. Moreover, the memory itself becomes
binding. The martyrs and long-since dead, who make up this past,
demand continued loyalty to it. To change the tradition is to dishonour
the past (sdlectively understood). Collective memory thus becomes a
medium for structuring identity: we are what our past (selectivelyunder-
stood) has made us.

As part of astudy of anti-Catholicism in Northern Ireland from the plan-
tation in the seventeenth century to the present day (Brewer 1998), | under-
took some ethnographic research involving a series of in-depth interviews
with members of the conservative evangelical Protestant community in
Northern Ireland and various forms of documentary analysis. It was
the contention of that study that traditional identity concerns remain
important to Protestants in Ulster and contributeto the maintenance of anti-
Catholicism. Among other things, this sustains opposition to the peace
process. Thereis atendency among many Protestants — not al — toconstruct
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an identity to structure, manage and order their relations with Cathalics,
which is anti-Catholic and anti-Irish, while simultaneously, they confront a
changing social world locally, nationally and internationally, which leads
them to rely on distorted notions of tradition to define who they are, and
who they are not.

So, an inherent tendency already to be anti-Catholic and anti-Irish
becomeswrapped up with the tendency conservative evangelical Protestants
in Ulster have: to definethemselvesin terms of the fundamental loyalty they
show to Protestant traditions (the ‘tradition as fundamentalism' idea);
and/or to definethemselvesin terms of their dogged persistencein perform-
ing the cultural relicsof alost, dying or threatened Protestant tradition (the
‘tradition as relic' idea); and/or to define themselvesin terms of the collec-
tive memory of Protestantism in the past, to whose dead it would be dis-
respectful to jettisonthe memory (the'tradition as collective memory' idea).

There are Protestants in Northern Ireland, especially in the conservative
evangelical group, who at the moment are clinging tenaciously, doggedly, to
the past, having to confront the social changesaround them, challenging the
structural forces which risk enveloping them, and for whom the familiar,
routine traditions of old-style Protestantism and Unionism represent the
only fixed thing in their lives. They seethemsel vesas bel eaguered and threat-
ened, perpetually insecure and undermined, unable to trust anyone. Their
feelings of ontological insecurity have been increased because the new
circumstances they operate in politicaly, economically and socially as a
result of the peace process require change, which can be psychologically
difficult.

We therefore find three localized usages of tradition by Protestants today
in Northern Ireland, giving a good example of what Giddens (1996c: 47)
calls 'little traditions, which survive at the level of the local community
despite (and even because of ) aspects of globalization.

e Some Ulster Protestantsare attracted to their tradition with a loyalty that
approaches fundamentalism becauseit is the sole thing of valuein a uni-
verse of competing values, and is held on to as the last certainty in an
uncertain time. Their identity concerns are met by a fundamentalist
loyalty to Protestant tradition. ‘Not an inch' remains their shibboleth -
the future goes backward to these Protestants; back to the familiarity of
past traditions and identities.

e Some Protestants also persist in the performance of the habits, routines
and relics of this tradition, despite their out-of-dateness, because these
practicesresolvetheir identity concerns. Theright of the Orange Order to
march in places where they are not wanted is perhaps the most obvious
relic of a former tradition. The elision many Orangemen make between
marching, territory and identity ensures that the right to march anywhere
- even where they are not wanted - is seen as a cultural expression, an
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expression of their identity. To give up the right to march anywhere isto
give up on that identity. Toforgo thewalk down Garvaghy Road in Porta-
down, in this mindset, therefore constitutes the end of Protestant witness
in the North.

¢ Some Protestants use the collective memory of Protestant witnessin Ire-
land since plantation, with its heroes, martyrs, innocents and legacy of
much-spilt blood, as the standard by whichto judgethe future. No depar-
ture is permitted from the tradition which enshrines this collective
memory, no compromisecan be made with the memoriesof thelong-since
dead, 'not an inch’, 'no surrender' and other shibboleths ensure con-
formity with the tradition. The 'guardians of the tradition act to ensure
its purity. All who believe thus are oblivious to the realization that this
collective memory involves collective amnesia as well. It involves inter-
preting the past in ways which serve Protestant mythology and symbol-
ism, distorting the historical record, ignoring uncomfortable pieces of
evidence from the past and being thoroughly selectivein the way they
recollect Protestantism and its witnessin Ireland. But collective amnesia
isintegral to collective memory, for no ambiguity is permitted in the way
the past can berecalled, so asto avoid any ambiguity intheidentity it con-
structs.

| dentity mattersto Ulster Protestants today. And whilenot al Protestants
define themselves in terms of the sectarian past, a large number of con-
servative evangdlical Protestants still construct their identity in this tra-
ditional way. This is so because traditional identities are a medium for
structuring group relations with Catholics and a responseto the way broad
social processes are experienced locdly. The case of Ulster Loyalism thus
shows that local tradition survives, ensuring that ethnography hasarolein
displaying it and other 'little traditions' like it. This case study also high-
lights how local and global processesintersect, and we can turn now to a
second case study that addressesthis aspect of the globalization thesis.

The global-local nexus

As Sklair (1999: 330) wrote, globalization is not smply about the disem-
bedding of the local by the global, it is also about the creation of a new
global —local nexus, in which new relations devel op between global and local
spaces. Fragmentation and globalization are thus part of the same process.
'‘Globo-localism’' or 'glocalization’ are concepts used to express this (see
Alger 1988; Sklair 1999). As globalization intensifiesit generates pressure
towards reterritorialization (seeHeld et a. 1999: 28), and reinforces the
localization and nationalization o societiesasaform of resistanceto global-
ization, as a means to empower the powerless, and to reassert cultural and
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national difference. The emergence of new forms of national and indepen-
dence movements(onwhich see McCrone 1998)isanillustration of thiscul-
tural and political fragmentation, as is the growth of various forms of
fundamentalism, asserting the superiority of some particular religious,
political or cultural identity (see Robertson 1992: 166-7). The upsurgein
new social movementsalso highlightsthe new global —loca nexus. Mobiliz-
ing on arange of issues, their motif isto think globally, sinceenvironmental,
economic or social problems are often related to global factors, but to act
locdly, since the locale is people's immediate frame of relevance and con-
cern. As another example, cultural products are consumed locally and
locally read and can be transformed locally in the process, as Miller (1997)
shows well in his study of patterns of mass consumption in Trinidad. In
exploring the local-globa nexus, Friedman (1990: 323) shows how local
mediation affects the ways in which modern global processes affect group
identity, with some groups consuming modernity to strengthen themselves
and others using tradition to recreate themselves (muchas Ulster Loyalists).
This intersection between local mediations and global processes led Fried-
man (1990: 315) to argue that it is necessary to examine the relationship
between local structures of desire and identity and the broader global econ-
omic and political context.

Thelocal thus remainsimportant, and the search for local variations and
particularities via small-scale studies remains worthwhile. For example,
there have been many creativelocal responsesto theintrusion on local space
of global processes, such astheformation of nuclear freezones (Algar1988:
323), social movement protests to defend the local environment, the asser-
tion of local culture and tradition, and mobilization locally on global prob-
lems, such as human rights, poverty, famine and disarmament. Loca and
national spaceis thus reformed, although not necessarily contiguously with
former lega and territorial boundaries. Fragmentation is thus part of the
same process as homogeni zation. Taking this on board, some proponents of
the globalization thesis, like Giddens and Mann, recognizethe transforming
nature of these historically unprecedented changes but show the processto
be replete with contradictions, such that the overall direction of these
changesis uncertain (aspointed out by Held et al. 1999: 7).

The importance o local mediationsof broader processes, and the associ-
ated surviva of local cultures, meanings and peculiaritiesis demonstrated in
an ethnographic study | and colleagues undertook into crime trends in
Belfadt, as part of alarger study of patterns of crimein theisland of Ireland
between 1945 and 1995 (Brewer et a. 1997). Criminology increasingly
understandscrimeas part of aglobal process. Modernity, however, isat once
both a globalizing and localizing process because it throwsinto sharper relief
the differencesthat remain locally under broad socid transformations, and
criminology must also stress the importance of locality and place on crime
(‘environmental criminology' gives fullest expression to the importance o
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place on crime; for summary statements see Bottoms 1994; Bottoms and
Wiles 1996). The case study described below considers the continuing
importance of locality and place.

Local crime managementin Belfast

During a twelve-month period between 1994 and 1995, the author was part
of aresearch team that looked at crimetrends in both parts of the island of
Ireland for a fifty-year period. One dimension of the research covered an
ethnographic study of two parts of Belfast, one largely Catholic, the other
largely Protestant, with the intention of examining people's experiences of
crime, their levelsaf fear of crimeand how they responded to the crimethat
did occur. This focus illustrated how crime in Belfast was differentialy
experienced among people and places and how crimestatisticsweresocially
constructed by the public's willingnessto report crime to the police. Data
were collected by in-depth interviewsand other ethnographic methods (the
methodology is outlined in Brewer et a/. 1997: 124-7). The data presented
heredo not focuson criminal activity in Belfast but the related issueof crime
management, which is much neglected in the criminological literature (dis-
cussed in greater detail in Brewer et a. 1997: 165-97; 1998). This is of
particular importance in Northern Ireland because crime management is
contested. 'Official’ crime management by the RUC is challenged by 'popu-
lar' or loca forms, and a consideration of 'popular’ crime management in
Belfast confirmsthe marked differencesthat exist in the local experiencesof
crime within one city, let aone in Ireland as a whole compared to other
industrialized societies. It illustrates that some areas within the same city
have had different fortunes under modernity, making them better able to
respond to or cope with criminogenic processes. The local experience of
crimein Belfastisthat the criminogeni ctendenciesof social changeare being
mediated in some localities by social processes which reflect the persistence
of social control, slowingthe rate of social breakdown, with obvious effects
on crime and its management. In terms of the debate about the future of
ethnography under globalization, crime management in Belfast shows the
survival and persistence of the local and thus the continued role of ethnog-
raphy to discloseit.

In effect, very traditional communities have persisted in the North, based
on the traditional forms within which its modernization occurred in earlier
decades. This helpsto explain why Belfast, for example, has a lower crime
rate per 100,000 of population than Liverpool or Manchester, despite a
quarter-century and more of civil unrest, although it is higher than Dublin's.
It is not just the case, therefore, that the persistence of traditional com-
munities in Belfast displaces crime elsewhere (which it does); it also helps
relatively to suppressit and thus counteract the criminogenictendenciesthat
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exist in the city. These traditional social forms have a profound effect on
crimemanagement. By thelocal management of crime, we mean those struc-
tures in the local neighbourhood and community which have arolein pre-
venting and suppressing crime and offer aternative ways of dealing with it
once committed. Not all localitiesin Belfast contain these structures, so that
popular crime management is a localized phenomenon, structured by pro-
cesses embedded primarily in the communal structures and class dynamics
of certain neighbourhoods, such as extended family kinship patterns, a
strong sense of neighbourlinessand avivid sense of locality and community
identity. It iswithin these social processesthat 'popular’ crime management
is sociologically embedded.

Sensesof community and neighbourhood identity are very localized, con-
tingent upon the frames of reference people use, the locality in which they
liveand personal experiencesof the quality of relationshipsthat existin their
neighbourhood. Loca experiences of community were mediated by class,
being stronger in the inner city and working-class neighbourhoods in our
study areas, and by the sensesaf community that survived in these localities.
Socia change, population relocation and housing redevelopment have
affected localitiesin varying degrees, and have not everywhere destroyed a
sense of community and local identity.

Peoplefrom most West Belfast neighbourhoods portray the areas as having
astrong sensedf community. Community is not experienced in the sameway
asit wasin the past, but most people in West Belfast, savethe elderly, recog-
nizethat it hasnot been lost. Thissensedf community ison the wholeweaker
in parts of East Belfast, where thereisa sense of greater social change, hous-
ing relocation and socia dislocation. Neighbourhoods there have not lived
under the samesense of siege. Far greater numbersaf residentsfrom the East
Belfast study area reflected on a decline in the sense of community in their
neighbourhood. A resident said, 'l think the community spiritisnot asstrong
now. People tend to keep themselves to themsaves. Years ago everybody
minded everybody esgs business. If you saw a child misbehaving you disci-
plined it' However, there are localities in East Belfast where people com-
mented that community structures had survived. Some people live in
working-class neighbourhoods where the old streets have not been redevel-
oped. One resident described his area: ‘a lot of good living people, close knit
families, not alot of movement, so people have been here for several gener-
ations, thereisa stable social fabric.'

Loca crime management is rooted in the social processes related to com-
munity and local identity, neighbourlinessand an extended family kinship
pattern. These processesprovide, firgt, for the survival of alocal moral econ-
omy. The vaues of this moral economy were expressed most frequently in
theform that 'you don't steal from your own'. Thisrunsentirely counter to
local crimesurveysin Britain, which show that most crimeis committed by
locals from the neighbourhood. In summarizing resultsfrom crime surveys,



Condlusion: whither ethnography? 183

Maguire (1994: 256-6) argued that most crime in Britain is predatory, it
involves a continuing relationship between offender and victim, and the
most vulnerable are people in council-owned dwellings primarily from
peoplelike themselves. Members of a mother and toddler group on alarge
housing estate in West Belfast explained, however, that 'you would get
peoplein the private estates to talk more about crime, they're more burgled
than we are. Off the record, we are sort of cocooned from criminals, they
don't steal from their own." An East Belfast worker with young offenders
repeated the view: ‘individuals who commit the crime have a lot of respect
for the area that they live in, they don't break-in in their own area.' This
moral economy therefore rulesout crimein certain close-knit areas, at least
by itsown local criminals, displacingit el sewhere. But it also rulesout crime
against certain categories of people who are protected by the local moral
economy. Thus, severa people identified that crimes against children, the
ederly and church property were defined as beyond acceptable bounds
locdly. An East Belfast community worker said of his neighbourhood: ‘this
isaparochial community around hereand if the crimeisagainst a pensioner,
nobody will be spared. | have known a case where a parent actually con-
tacted the police when they found out that their son had broken into a pen-
sioner's house.'

Thismoral economy only worksfor criminalswho are from the area and
who share the code. Local crimeis often perpetrated by outsiders who are
escaping the constraints of the moral economy in their area or by people
who do not subscribeto the code. The anti-social behaviour by local youths
inflicted on elderly people, for example, seemsto suggest that the valuesare
not shared by all. Changesare occurring in the moral economy as structural
adaptations to the changed circumstances young unemployed people find
themselvesin, and some people comment on the declinein the ethical code
o local lags. But even if local criminals defy the code, the existence of a
moral economy results in greater outrage, with its knock-on effects of
increased effort to apprehend them by the community itself or by the para-
militaries, or successfully overcoming resistance to involving the police in
officia crime management.

Another factor involved in local crime management that arises from the
survival of community structuresisthe existenceof a'local grapevine, anet-
work of informal contacts which passes on knowledge about perpetrators,
the whereabouts o stolen property and the sorts of people who can best
apprehend or provide immediate satisfactory judtice in the absence of
reporting it to the police. The grapevineis a so the mechanism by which the
local moral economy is socialy disseminated. As a resident from West
Belfast said, if acrime happened against an old person or a child, maybe if
it happened in [name of ared], everybody would be talking about it." A
young adult from West Belfagt indicated how the grapevineworked even on
alargeestate. ‘Although thisisalarge estate, there is awayssomebody who
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knows something, alwayssomebody. Thereis not too many peoplethat keep
things to themselves. Thereisaways " did you hear about that™, and then it
worksitsway around the grapevine.' The grapevineensuresthat knowledge
is passed on to victims or even the relativesof perpetrators, which is where
neighbourliness and an extended family kinship network particularly come
in useful in local crime management. A very young girl, associated with a
youth club in West Belfast, described how this network of contacts con-
strained her. Referring to possible victims of crime she said, 'they would
aways know who you are or know your ma or something. Thisis a close
knit community and people often do tell your ma or friends of your ma sees
you.'

This permits do-it-yourself policing. Many respondents told of how they
responded as victimswhen they knew the perpetrator as a result of the local
grapevine. Some went straight to the paramilitaries, some to the police.
Others, however, used the neighbourhood's network of informal contactsto
confront the parents. A member of a women's group in West Belfast
explained how she would respond: 'you wouldn't like to seea child get pun-
ished in a beating, you wouldn't like to see your own harmed, so we went
around and let the parents know." A woman from East Belfast said the same,
'you would just go to the family'. Do-it-yourself policing thus depends for
its efficacy precisely on the survival of neighbourhood networks.

Because a sense of community survives, the neighbourhood is able to be
readily mobilized to manage crime locdly. One o the resourcesthat can be
mobilized is the remnant of legitimate authority which community repre-
sentatives still possess, such as teachers, priestsand pastors, and community
and youth workers. This authority has diminished compared to the past,
since many people experience social change as a declinein respect for auth-
ority among the young, but the data revea that many o thesefiguresarestill
drawn into the management of crime. A youth worker in East Belfast, for
example, explained how local people have cometo her to deal with specific
incidents concerning youngsters rather than go to the police. Clerics
repeated the point. A priest in West Belfast said he was like a policeman
sometimes, being called out before the RUC: ‘the people wouldn't ring the
police, they'd ring you directly, you got out and you went and dealt with it.'
Other community resources that can be mobilized in local crime manage-
ment are the skills, financesand manpower of community organizationsin
the development and servicingof local initiatives against crime.

Social changeswrought by twenty-five years of civil unrest have therefore
clearly not eroded someforms of social control incertain partsof Belfast, fur-
nishing effective mechanismsfor popular crime management in some locali-
ties. Socia change has facilitated local crime management in another way
because different mechanisms have developed as adaptations to new struc-
tural conditions. Most notable of these new mechanismsare the paramilitary
organizations. Their role in local crime management is heavily conditional
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upon the social processes associated with community structures. These net-
works disseminate the information that makes paramilitary policing possible
and efficacious, and provide the push for the paramilitary organizations to
engagein it inthefirst place.

Some respondents extolled the contribution made by the paramilitariesto
therelatively low crimerateintheir area: 'l think itistothecredit of the IRA
that crime has been kept so low, becauseit has nothing to do with the RUC,
absolutely not." In East Belfast the paramilitaries were described by severa
people as the unofficial police force. 'The paras get things done, said one
youth worker, 'things are done.’ Some of the policing methods by which
paramilitaries 'get thingsdone' depend in part upon social processes associ-
ated with community structures in local neighbourhoods. One method is
that of 'shaming’, particularly associated with Republican paramilitaries,
which requires for its effectivenessthat communal disgrace will be experi-
enced as a constraint by offenders. In West Belfast people have been forced
to stand in public places (especialy outside churches and supermarkets)
with placards, some are tied to lamp posts to ensure they stay put. There is
aso a primitive 'house protection scheme, whereby paramilitary organiz-
ations place a sticker in the window of a housewarning that criminalsenter
at their peril. Mostly, however, people perceive force as the main policing
method of the paramilitaries. Some people perceivethat this force comesin
proportional degrees depending on the circumstances of the crime and the
criminal background of the perpetrator, although others claimit to be quite
arbitrary (onthe gradation in paramilitary punishment beatingssee Thomp-
son and Mulholland 1995). These informal disciplines almost appear as a
form of customary law in a situation where state law is deemed to be with-
out legitimacy or effect, making them similar to disciplines used by indigen-
ous groupsin North Americaand Australasia.

Loca crime management is thus a phenomenon embedded in communal
structures that are localized to specific places in Belfast, depending upon
experiences of class, communal development, population relocation and
other social transformations localy. Civil unrest, however, has also played
its part in differentiating local experiencesaf crime management. In certain
neighbourhoods 'the troubles have had the effect of inhibiting the processes
of social dislocation and community breakdown. In some areas, whereit is
most intense, civil unrest has produced a voluntary ghettoization by restrict-
ing geographic mobility and population relocation, producing socially
homogeneous districts in religious, ethnic and class terms. In-group soli-
darity has been reinforced by conflict with an out-group. This cohesion is
reflected in structures such as the survival of extended kinship networks,
close-knit neighbourhood structures and a senseof livingin solidaristiccom-
munities, with their own local moral economy. Other ethnographies of
crime in working-class neighbourhoods, for example, show them to be less
vibrant and communal than equivalent localitiesin our study areas (see, for
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example, Williams 1989; Robins 1992). Some of thisisalso due to benevo-
lent housing policy (Northernlreland has not seen theinfamous tower block
to any great extent) or employment restrictions on geographic mobility.
Northern Ireland is also small, so families tend not to be disrupted even
where geographic mobility occurs. For all these reasons, some localitiesin
Belfast have not experienced social dislocation and breakdown.

Conclusion

Ethnography can defend itsaf against its two most important challenges. It
is still possible to collect objective, reliable knowledge because the post-
modernist attack does not deconstruct it to the point of complete relativism
and scepticism (for aformer postmodernist arguing that we have gone too
far see Marcus 1994). Some ethnographers have responded to the thrust of
the postmodern critique in order to defend the practice of ethnography by
developinga type of post postmodern ethnography. Methodologically they
have defined an alternative range of positionsto naive realism, such as ana-
Iytical realism (Altheideand Johnson 1998) and subtle realism (Hammers-
ley 1990, 1992), which make it feasible to consider and evaluate truth
statements; and they have identified guidelines for good practice, which
make it possible to collect ethnographic data in a systematic and rigorous
manner (Silverman1989; Brewer 1994).

In the context of the debate about ethnography's future, what is equally
important is that ethnography isalso left a subject matter to research. Since
it issuited to studying localitiesin a small-scale manner in order to investi-
gate their particular dynamics, the globalization of society and the hom-
ogenization of culture potentially robs it of the specificity of the local.
Without the survival of the local, ethnography would be reduced to docu-
menting the onward progressaf globularity. However, sinceglobal processes
are dways mediated locally, often being transformed in the processaccord-
ingtothe particularities of thelocale, aspacefor ethnography remainsaong
with that for locdlity.

Two ethnographic case studies have been used to demonstrate this claim.
Tradition survives under postmodern, globa conditions, because local
groups use their traditional culture and identity as a resistanceto globaliz-
ation and homogenization, or reassert traditional identities as part of local
conflicts. The case of Ulster Loyalism is thus only dlightly different from all
the ethnic nationalisms currently fragmenting Europe and elsewhere. The
case of crime management in Befast illustrates the ways in which locality
survivesto affect crimeand its management in parts of Belfast, ensuring that
modern society is experienced differently in some parts of Belfadt, to facili-
tate informal social control and thus crime management by the community
itself. These arguments demonstrate that thereisarole left for ethnography,
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especialy for ethnography done systematically and rigorously. In this post-
modern, global moment, ethnography can still demonstrate how local pro-
cesses are transformed under the pressure of globalization and show how
these global processes are themselves mediated by local factors to create
localized variations and particularities. Along with the persistence of local-
ity and local specificity in social meanings, a form of ethnographic realism
survives in the postmodern, global world under the influence of post post-
modern practice. Ethnography has a future.
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Glossary

Analysis: In ethnography this can be defined as the process of bringing order to the
data, organizing what is there into patterns, categories and descriptive units,
and looking for relationships between them.

Anti-realism: Thisisan approach to knowledge that attacks realism by disputing its
two central tenets, denying that thereis an externally knowable world that can
be accurately and objectively represented and studied. It is associated with post-
modernism's attack on the very idea of rationality, science and objectivity. Anti-
realism influencesthe postmodern, reflexive type of ethnography, which seeks
to marry some postmodern theories with the continued commitment to disci-
plined, rigorous and systematic ethnographic practice. It does this by distin-
guishing 'naive realism' from more acceptable forms, such as 'subtle realism’,
‘critical realism' and 'analytical realism'.

Case study: A case can be defined as any phenomenon located in space and time
about which data are collected and analysed, and can comprise single indi-
viduals or a group, particular events or situations, a specific organization, a
socia institution, neighbourhood, national society or global process. Case
studies can address the micro situation of asingle person in everyday lifeor the
macro situation of a nation state in the global world. Case studies are distin-
guished, therefore, by the focus on the instance of the phenomenon, not by the
method used to study it. While not all case studies are qualitative, al ethno-
graphic research involves case study. There are intrinsic, instrumental and col-
lectivecase studies, differentiated by the degreeof empirical generalization they
permit.

Credibility: Thisinvolvesan assessment of whether any truth claim is likely to be
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accurate given the nature of the phenomenon, the circumstances of the research
and the characteristics of the researcher. Associated with the postmodern and
anti-realist critique of the criteria by which ethnographic data are evaluated.

Deduction: Thisis an approach to the formulation of truth claims and statements
which deducesgeneral statementsfrom atheory or law, from which hypotheses
are formed, which are then tested against prediction and observation. Thisis
what isknown as the hypothetico-deductive method and involvesnomological-
deductive explanation. It is associated with positivism and forms part of the nat-
ural science model of social research. It isthe opposite of induction.

Ethnography: This can be defined as the study of peoplein naturally occurring set-
tings or ‘fidds by methods of data collection which capture their ordinary
activities, involving the researcher participating directly in the setting, if not also
the activities, in order to collect data in a systematic manner but without mean-
ing being imposed on them externaly. Ethnography is not one particular
method of data collection but a style of research that is distinguished by its
objectives, which are to understand the social meanings and activities of people
in agiven 'field' or setting, and an approach, which involves close association
with, and often participation in, this setting. To access social meanings, observe
behaviour and work closaly with informantsand perhaps participatein thefield
with them, several methods of datacollection tend to be used. ‘Little' ethnogra-
phy describes ‘ethnography-understood-as-fieldwork', to which this definition
relates, while 'big’ ethnography equates it with the whole qualitative method
and describes 'ethnography-understood-as-qualitative-research’.  Ethnography-
understood-as-fieldwork comes in various types. 'Scientific ethnography'
involvesthe application of some features of scientificmethod to the above sort
of study; 'humanistic ethnography' concentrates on the search for the meaning
of social action and life from the perspective of the people concerned and is
uninterested in the valuesand rhetoric of science; 'postmodern reflexive ethnog-
raphy' adopts a critical approach to ethnography and seeks to ground its prac-
tice in postmodernism’s ideas about the impossibility of definitive 'objective
study. Less extreme versions exist as a type of 'post postmodern ethnography’,
which although it attacks realismisstrongly committed to realism'sambition to
disciplined, rigorous and systematic ethnographic practice.

Gatekeepers: These are individuals that have the power to grant access to thefield,
such asgang leaders, tribal chiefsand heads of organizationsand bureaucracies
like headteachers and police chiefs. These constitute formal gatekeepers. At
lower levels, there are usually a number of informal gatekeepers who can affect
access, sometimes positively (beingmore open and forthcoming than the formal
gatekeeper), sometimes negatively (by objecting to the permission given on their
behalf by someone else and trying to limit what is seen and heard).

Generalizability: This means the applicability of the data to other like cases (also
sometimes called 'external validity").

Ideographic: Thisis a style of research which assumes that each individua caseis
unique and which thus opposes generalizations and abstractions. It isthe oppo-
site of nomothetic research.

Induction: This is an approach to the formulation of truth claims and statements
which arguesthat general statements, if they areto be madeat all, should emerge
from the data themselves and not be imposed on the data by prior conceptions
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and theoretical assumptions. It is associated with naturalism and an approach to
theory formation known as'grounded theory'. It isthe opposite of deduction.

Interpretation: In ethnography this involves attaching meaning and significanceto
the analysis, explaining the patterns, categories and descriptive units, and the
relationshipsthat exist between them.

Meaning: Thisdescribesthe bdiefs, fedings, moods, perceptions and interpretations
of people. The study of these meaningsis normally associated with theideathat
the socia world is partly (or wholly) constructed and reconstructed by people
on the basis of these meanings. This forms a defining element of naturalism.
People are seen as'meaning endowing', by which ismeant they have the capac-
ity to endow meaning to the world, and people are seen as discursive, by which
is meant they possessthe ability to articul ate these meanings.

Method: These are procedural rules, which, if followed properly, certify the know-
ledge asreliableand objective. There are methods of data collection, definingthe
procedural rulesfor collecting data, methods of data analysis, definingthe pro-
cedural rules for the analysis and interpretation of data, and methods of
research enquiry, defining the procedural rules for formulating elements of the
enquiry, such as hypotheses, concepts and theories.

Methodology: This describes the broad theoretical and philosophical framework
within which methods operate and which give them their intellectual authority
and legitimacy. Examples would be positivism and naturalism. The philosophy
of social research argues that researchers have a preference for a particular
methodology, which predetermines the use of those methods that the particular
methodology validates and legitimates.

Naturalism: Thisisan orientation concerned with the study of social lifeinreal, nat-
urally occurring settings; the experiencing, observing, describing, understanding
and analysing of the features of social life in concrete situations as they occur
independently of scientific manipulation. These naturally occurring situations
are also sometimes called 'face-to-face' situations, mundane interaction, micro-
interaction or everyday life. Stressislaid on experiencing and observing what is
happening naturally rather than hypothesizing about it beforehand, mostly by
achieving first-hand contact with it, although researchers minimize their effect
on the setting as much as possible. Stressis also laid on the analysis of peopl€'s
'meanings from their own standpoint.

Nomothetic: Thisisastyleof research that seeksto develop abstract generalizations
about phenomena. It contrasts with ideographic.

Participant observation: Thisisamethod in which observers participatein thedaily
life of a people under study. Classic or traditional participant observation
involves the acquisition of a new role to study in an unfamiliar setting. The
utilization of a role one already possessesin order to study in afamiliar field is
sufficiently different as sometimes to be called 'observant participation'.

Philosophy of social research: Not to be confused with the philosophy of socia sci-
ence, this is a term employed by John Hughes and examines the theories of
knowledge (methodol ogies)which locate and explain the practice of research.

Plausibility: Thisinvolvesan assessment of whether any truth claim islikely to be
true given our existing knowledge. It is associated with the postmodern and
anti-realist critique of the criteria by which ethnographic data are evaluated.

Positivism: This is a methodological position that believes in the application of
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natural science methods and procedures to the study of socia life. It resultsin
the natural science model of social research, which involvesthe notion that the
socia sciencesaddress similar problemsto the natural sciences, that social scien-
tists confront a social world similar in most respects to the natural world, can
focus on causal explanations and can use deduction.

Postmodernism: This is a set of theories that argue in relation to knowledge that
objective truth is unattainable. The search for objective truth is deconstructed
and shown to dissolveinto various language games about ‘truth’. All we have
are merely 'truth claims, which are partial, partisan and incomplete. Know-
ledge is therefore relative, and people should thus be sceptical about truth
claims. Postmodernism thus encourages usto examinethe contingent socia pro-
cessesthat affect research and undermine the objectivity and truthfulness of the
knowledge. Thisis seen as being achieved through reflexivity. It is associated
with anti-realism.

Presentation: Thisisthe process of writing up the data in textual form.

Readlism: This reflects a methodological position which advances two claims: that
thereisan external world independent of peopl€e's perceptions of it (sothat there
ismore to find out about the social world than people's meanings); and that it
is possible to obtain direct access to, and 'objective’ knowledge about, this
world. It permeates positivism to the point where the two terms are used inter-
changeably. However, the second principleisalso afeature of naturalism. Real-
ism has always embedded ethnography. Scientificand humanistic ethnographies
are redligt, in the sensethat both assume thereis a knowable world that can be
studied directly and accurately, the representation of which isfeasiblein ethno-
graphictexts. Theanti-realism of the postmodern, reflexivetypeof ethnography
disputes realism's twin assumptions. However, post postmodern ethnographers
do not rule out completely the possibility of rigorous and systematic practice,
and ground their alternatives to realism in realist-type arguments. They attack
only what they describe as 'naive realism', offering instead alternatives like
'subtle realism’, 'analytical redism', 'critica realism' or 'the ethnographic
imagination’, which shy away from the complete relativism and scepticism of
postmodernism ethnography.

Reflexivity: This involves reflection by ethnographers on the socia processes that
impinge upon and influencedata. It requires acritical attitude towardsdata, and
recognition of the influenceon the research of such factorsasthelocation of the
setting, the sensitivity of the topic and the nature of the social interaction
between the researcher and researched. In the absence of reflexivity, the
strengths of the data are exaggerated and/or the weaknesses underemphasized.
It isassociated with theideathat ethnographic representationsof reality are par-
tial, partisan and selective, and thus with anti-realism and postmodernism’s dis-
pute that there is a perfectly transparent or neutral way to represent the social
world (orthe natural one). Itisafundamental part of both typesof postmodern,
reflexive ethnography.

Relevance: Thisdescribesthe evaluation of ethnographic findingsby their relevance
to issues of public concern. Associated with the postmodern and anti-realist
critique of thecriteria by which ethnographic data are evaluated. Ethnographic
research could be judged by whether and how well they resolve some social
problem, or achieve emancipation for some oppressed group (such as women)
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or release from some constraining situation or setting (such as discrimination
experienced by ethnic minorities). Many feminist ethnographers are particularly
concerned to ensure that their practice ends up with the emancipation of women
rather than the production of valid knowledge for its own sake. Hammersley
defines two aspects of public relevance: the importance of the topic in terms of
public issues, and the contributions of the findingsto existing knowledge.

Reliability: This describes the extent to which measurements are consistent when
replicating a study using the same instruments under the same conditions.

Research design: Thisisthe strategic plan of the project, setting out the broad struc-
ture and features of the research.

Research process. Thisrefersto the series of actionsinvolved in producing the end
result of the study. In ethnography, it is necessary to see thisas a series of coor-
dinated actions rather than distinct hermetic stages, which do not necessarily
occur in sequence and which require flexibility.

Sample: In ethnographic research, to sample means to select the case or cases for
study from the basic unit of study whereit isimpossible to cover al instances of
the unit. In some rare cases, where the unit issmall or unusual, it is possible to
include a universal study of the unit, but complete coverage is mostly imposs-
ible. In these circumstances, a sample is drawn from the universe of units. In
probability sampling, each instance of the unit hasthe same probability of being
included in the sample; in non-probability sampling thereis no way of estimat-
ing this probability or even any certainty that every instance has some chance.
Most ethnographic research uses non-probability sampling. Sampling can be
done of the fields in which to site the ethnography and of the units of study
within them.

Theoretical sampling: Thisisthe procedure in which cases, be they people, groups,
sub-groups or settings, are purposely selected in order to provide the best poss-
ible test of some theory or theoretical statement or the optimal opportunity to
develop some theory or theoretical statement.

Theory: A theory isaset of interrelated abstract propositions about human affairs
and the social world that explain their regularities and properties. Theoretical
statements differ from descriptive statementsin that they are abstract proposi-
tionsthat may, or may not, form part of a fully fledged theory. Theories can be
distinguished by their level of generality. General theories offer abstract propo-
sitions about social action or society as a whole, while theories of the middle
range make propositions about more limited aspects of human and social
affairs, or lessgeneral propositions.

Thick description: This is seen as the 'specid’, 'privileged' sort of data that eth-
nographers collect because of their close involvement in the fidd. It is the
account of lifeonthe'inside,, and represents a thorough description, taking in
the context of the phenomena described, the intentions and meanings that
organize them and their subseguent evolution or processing. It isassociated with
both scientific and humanistic types of ethnography. The anti-realism of the
postmodern, reflexive types of ethnography challenge the idea of thick descrip-
tion, arguing that it is just as selectiveand partial asall descriptions.

Triangulation: Thisterm isassociated with Norman Denzin and refersto the use of
multiple methods, researchersand theoretical frameworksin order to extend the
range of data.
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Validity: Thisrefersto the extent to which the data accurately reflect the phenom-
ena under study (alsosometimescalled'internal validity"). Ethnography hastra-
ditionally been seen as collecting data with high validity but low reliability,
although the attack on ethnography by anti-realism and postmodernism chal-
lenges whether there are any agreed criteria by which to evaluate ethnographic
data. New criteria are suggested, such as relevance, and validity is redefined to
include plausibility, credibility and evidence tests.

Vignette: Thisterm hasa double meaning. In onesenseit describesa data collection
technique, in which researchers present subjectswith a hypothetical situation or
scenario and ask them to write down how they or athird person would respond
toit. It is particularly useful in dealing with very sensitive material. Its other
meaning relates to the presentation of ethnographic data where some aspect of
the datais extracted and given special close analysisor description to act as an
exemplar of a broader process.
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