
EthnographicResearchPerspective

Ethnographic research is a
qualitative method where researchers observe and/or interact
with a study's participants in their real-life
environment. Ethnography waspopularisedbyanthropology,but
isusedacrossawiderangeofsocialsciences.Anethnographic
perspective is when Ethnographers live alongside groups of
people,watching,listeningandaskingquestions,withtheaim of
revealingwhatpeopledoandhowtheyviewtheiractivities.

Ethnographyisatypeofqualitativeresearchthatgathers
observations,interviews and documentary data to produce
detailed and comprehensive accounts of different social
phenomena. WhatsetsSociologyandSocialAnthropologyapart
from thenaturalsciencesisthedistinctsubjectmatterofpeople,
processesandcultures.Ethnographyisaresearchmethodthat
wasinitiallydistinctivetoSocialAnthropologyandlatercameinto
useinSociologyandwhichhasemergedtoaddressthisspecific
subjectmatter.Theethnographicmethodinvolvesthepracticeof
“fieldwork”inwhichtheresearcherproducesanaccountofa
culture orsociety through close interaction,observation and
engagementin the everydaylife ofpeople from a particular
culture. The written account,which emerges from these
observations,isalsoknownasethnography.

Ofthe various techniques and tools used to conduct
ethnographic research,observation in generaland participant
observation in particular are among the most important.
Ethnographers are trained to pay attention to everything



happening around them when in the field—from routine daily
activitiessuchascookingdinnertomajoreventssuchasan
annualreligiouscelebration.Theyobservehow peopleinteract
witheachother,how theenvironmentaffectspeople,andhow
peopleaffecttheenvironment.Itisessentialforanthropologists
torigorouslydocumenttheirobservations,usuallybywritingfield
notesandrecordingtheirfeelingsandperceptionsinapersonal
journalordiary.

Techniqueforgatheringethnographicdata

. Participantobservation

As previously mentioned, participant observation involves
ethnographersobservingwhiletheyparticipateinactivitieswith
theirinformants.Thistechniqueisimportantbecauseitallows
theresearchertobetterunderstandwhypeopledowhattheydo
from an emic perspective.Malinowskinoted thatparticipant
observationisanimportanttoolbywhich“tograspthenative’s
pointofview,hisrelation to life,to realizehisvision ofhis
world.”6

Toconductparticipantobservation,ethnographersmustlivewith
orspendconsiderabletimewiththeirinformantstoestablisha
strong rapportwiththem.Rapportisasenseoftrustand a
comfortableworkingrelationshipinwhichtheinformantandthe
ethnographerare atease with each otherand agreeable to
workingtogether

ConversationsandInterviews

Anotherprimarytechniqueforgatheringethnographicdataissimplytalkingwith
people—from casual,unstructuredconversationsaboutordinarytopicstoformal
scheduled interviews abouta particulartopic.An importantelementfor
successfulconversationsandinterviewsisestablishingrapportwithinformants.
Sometimes,engaging in conversation is partofestablishing thatrapport.
Ethnographersfrequentlyusemultipleformsofconversationandinterviewingfor



asingleresearchprojectbasedontheirparticularneeds.Theysometimesrecord
theconversationsandinterviewswithanaudiorecordingdevicebutmoreoften
theysimplyengageintheconversationandthenlaterwritedowneverythingthey
recallaboutit.Conversationsand interviewsarean essentialpartofmost
ethnographicresearchdesignsbecausespokencommunicationiscentralto
humans’experiences.

GatheringLifeHistories

Collectingapersonalnarrativeofsomeone’slifeisavaluableethnographic
techniqueandisoftencombinedwithothertechniques.Lifehistoriesprovidethe
contextinwhichcultureisexperiencedandcreatedbyindividualsanddescribe
how individuals have reacted,responded,and contributed to changes that
occurredduringtheirlives.Theyalsohelpanthropologistsbemoreawareof
whatmakeslifemeaningfultoanindividualandtofocusontheparticularsof
individuallives,onthetenoroftheirexperiencesand thepatternsthatare
importanttothem.Researchersoftenincludelifehistoriesintheirethnographic
textsasawayofintimatelyconnectingthereadertothelivesoftheinformants.

TheGenealogicalMethod

The genealogical(kinship) method has a long tradition in ethnography.
Developedintheearlyyearsofanthropologicalresearchtodocumentthefamily
systemsoftribalgroups,itisstillusedtodaytodiscoverconnectionsofkinship,
descent,marriage,andtheoverallsocialsystem.Becausekinshipandgenealogy
aresoimportantinmanynonindustrialsocieties,thetechniqueisusedtocollect
dataonimportantrelationshipsthatform thefoundationofthesocietyandto
tracesocialrelationshipsmorebroadlyincommunities.

Whenusedbyanthropologists,thegenealogicalmethodinvolvesusingsymbols
anddiagramstodocumentrelationships.Circlesrepresentwomenandgirls,
trianglesrepresentmenandboys,andsquaresrepresentambiguousorunknown
gender.Equalsignsbetweenindividualsrepresenttheirunionormarriageand
verticallinesdescendingfrom aunionrepresentparent-childrelationships.The
deathofanindividualandtheterminationofamarriagearedenotedbydiagonal
linesdrawnacrosstheshapesandequalsigns.Kinshipchartsarediagramed
from the perspective ofone person who iscalled theEgo,and allofthe
relationshipsinthechartarebasedonhow theothersarerelatedtotheEgo.
Individualsinachartaresometimesidentifiedbynumbersornames,andan
accompanyinglistprovidesmore-detailedinformation.



KeyInformants

Withinanycultureorsubculture,therearealwaysparticularindividualswhoare
moreknowledgeableabouttheculturethanothersandwhomayhavemore-
detailed orprivileged knowledge.Anthropologists conducting ethnographic
researchinthefieldoftenseekoutsuchculturalspecialiststogainagreater
understandingofcertainissuesandtoanswerquestionstheyotherwisecould
notanswer.Whenananthropologistestablishesarapportwiththeseindividuals
andbeginstorelymoreonthem forinformationthanonothers,thecultural
specialistsarereferredtoaskeyinformantsorkeyculturalconsultants.

Keyinformantscanbeexceptionalassetsinthefield,allowingtheethnographer
to uncoverthemeaningsofbehaviorsand practicestheresearchercannot
otherwiseunderstand.Keyinformantscanalso help researchersbydirectly
observingothersandreportingthoseobservationstotheresearchers,especially
insituationsinwhichtheresearcherisnotallowedtobepresentorwhenthe
researcher’s presence could alter the participants’behavior.In addition,
ethnographers can check information theyobtained from otherinformants,
contextualizeit,andreviewitforaccuracy.Havingakeyinformantinthefieldis
likehavingaresearchally.Therelationshipcangrow andbecomeenormously
fruitful.

A famous example ofthe centralrole thatkeyinformants can playin an
ethnographer’sresearchisamannamedDocinWilliam FooteWhyte’sStreet
CornerSociety(1943).Inthelate1930s,Whytestudiedsocialrelationsbetween
streetgangsand“cornerboys”inaBostonurbanslum inhabitedbyfirst-and
second-generationItalianimmigrants.AsocialworkerintroducedWhytetoDoc
and thetwo hititoff.Docproved instrumentalto thesuccessofWhyte’s
research.HeintroducedWhytetohisfamilyandsocialgroupandvouchedfor
him inthetight-knitcommunity,providingaccessthatWhytecouldnothave
gainedotherwise.

FieldNotes

Fieldnotesareindispensablewhenconductingethnographicresearch.Although
makingsuchnotesistime-consuming,theyform theprimaryrecordofone’s
observations.Generallyspeaking,ethnographerswritetwokindsofnotes:field
notes and personalreflections.Field notes are detailed descriptions of
everythingtheethnographerobservesandexperiences.Theyincludespecific
details aboutwhathappened atthe field site,the ethnographer’s sensory
impressions,andspecificwordsandphrasesusedbythepeopleobserved.They
alsofrequentlyincludethecontentofconversationstheethnographerhadand



thingstheethnographeroverheardotherssay.Ethnographersalsosometimes
includetheirpersonalreflectionsontheexperienceofwritingfieldnotes.Often,
briefnotesarejotteddowninanotebookwhiletheanthropologistisobserving
andparticipatinginactivities.Later,theyexpandonthosequicknotestomake
moreformalfieldnotes,whichmaybeorganizedandtypedintoareport.Itis
commonforethnographerstospendseveralhoursadaywritingandorganizing
fieldnotes.

Ethnographersoftenalsokeepapersonaljournalordiarythatmayinclude
informationabouttheiremotionsandpersonalexperienceswhileconducting
research.Thesepersonalreflectionscanbeasimportantasthefieldnotes.
Ethnography is notan objective science.Everything researchers do and
experienceinthefieldisfilteredthroughtheirpersonallifeexperiences.Two
ethnographersmayexperienceasituationinthefieldindifferentwaysand
understand the experience differently.Forthis reason,itis importantfor
researcherstobeawareoftheirreactionstosituationsandbemindfulofhow
theirlifeexperiencesaffecttheirperceptions.Infact,thissortofreflexiveinsight
canturnouttobeausefuldatasourceandanalyticaltoolthatimprovesthe
researcher’sunderstanding.

Onlythroughtheverypersonalandemotionallydevastatingexperienceoflosing
his wife was Rosaldo able to understand the emic perspective of the
headhunters.Theresultwasaninfluentialandinsightfulethnographicaccount.

AdvantagesofEthnographicFieldwork

Theknowledgeproducedbyethnographicfieldworkofdifferent
culturesisdifferentfrom thatofarchivalresearchorofarmchair
Anthropology.It allows the researcher to record firsthand
observationsaboutculturesinsteadofrelyingonlyontextualand
othersecondarymaterial.

IntheIndiancontext,theinterestinethnographiesofvillagesin
the mid twentieth century emerged in the contextof the
nationalistimagination.Theyprovidedaccountsoflocalcaste
practices,socialtransformationsetc.,inthevillagesasopposed
toearlierworksofIndologistswhoprimarilyreliedontextual



sourcesandoninformants.Theshiftinperspectivesarisingfrom
theuseofdifferentsourcesofdatahasbeenidentifiedasthe
shiftfrom the“bookview”tothe“fieldview”(Srinivas1996:200).
The ‘locally contextualised’perspective offered by informed,
sensitive,observationofthesystemsofexchangeandcustoms
ofthecastesystem wasstrikinglydifferentfrom thetextual
understandingoftheVarnasystem.

ChallengesofDoingEthnographicFieldwork

Researchershavetobecarefulsoasnottoromanticise
the culture being observed. Malinowski (1930)
cautionedagainstatendencyofethnographerstonotice
andwriteaboutsensational,andoftreatingcustoms
andbeliefsofacultureasacollectormighttreatsavage
“curios”(ibid:217).

Researchers following the classical ethnographic
approachoflongperiodsoffieldworkmightfeelbouts
of“homesickness”andayearningforone’sownwayof
life.

Researchersmustattain‘communicativecompetence’
inthefieldandbefamiliarinthelanguagespokeninthe
field. The linguistic requisite sometimes restricts
ethnographertoEnglishspeakingsitesinatranscultural
multi-sitedEthnography.

Theconceptofdoingethnographyhasbeenreworked
withshiftingconcernsofAnthropologyandSociology
and changing perspectives about culture in the
contemporary world.The researchermustnotjust
recordobservationsmadeinthefield,butalsotryand
understand the meanings attached to the various
actionsandpracticesofthenativesinthefield.

Theresearchermustconform toacodeofethicssoas



nottoharm orbreachtheconfidenceofanyone.Also,a
researcherissituatedbetweenintersectingrolesofan
individual,ascientist,andaculturaltranslator(Robben
&Sluka2011).Ifamulti-sitedapproachisfollowed,a
researchermustcarefullyconstitutethesitesofthe
field.
The aim ofmulti-sited ethnography is notjustto
comparedifferentculturalcontexts,buttoexplorethe
linkagesandrelationshipsbetweenasetofsites.

Wherethedistinctionbetweenthe“home”andthe“field”
oftheethnographerisnotvalid,theresearchermustbe
carefulinproblematisingaculturethatisfamiliartoher
orhim.

Fieldworkandimmersioninafieldinaculture,whichis
differentfrom theresearcher’sown,ischallenging.But
anethnographercanfacedifferentkindsofchallenges
when the field is nottoo faraway from “home”,
particularly in a discipline where the tradition ofa
faraway “other” culture has been a model for
ethnography(Robben&Sluka2011).Thickdescription
orbeing self-reflexive can pose challenges foran
ethnographerwriting aboutacontexts/heotherwise
takesforgranted.

Oneoftheprincipalchallengesfacedbyethnographers
on“returning”from the“field”,from thehiatusoftheir
everydaylifeishow to orderthediffuseand varied
materialscollectedinthefieldandwriteitup.

LimitationsoftheEthnographicApproach

Theethnographicapproachofdoingfieldworkreliesonthe
observationsmadebytheethnographerinthepresent.
Eventsorsituationsinthepastthatgivemeaningto
occurrencesintheobservedpresentare,therefore,not



observedfirsthand.Also,itishelpfulforprimarilythose
aspectsofaculturethatareobservable.

Aresearchercanbeconflictedbetweenethicalimperatives
ofbeingneutralinthefieldandher/hisownmoral
standpoint.Itcanbechallengingforaresearcher,for
example,torefrainfrom interferinginafight,ortomake
decisionsaboutabandoning“scientificobjectivism”inthe
fieldwhensomeonefacesthethreatofviolence.

Thewritingofethnographycanbechallengingandreliestoa
greatextentontheinterpretationsoftheethnographer.
WorkslikethatofAnnetteWeiner(1992)orthatofRuth
BeharandDeborahA.Gordon(1996)thattalkaboutagenre
offeministethnography,areexamplesofhowthesame
spacescouldyieldstarklydifferentethnographicaccounts
bydifferentresearcherswhenviewedfrom thelensof
gender.

Finally,thequestionsaboutwhatkindofdistanceis
necessaryforacontexttobea‘field’,thepositioningofan
ethnographerasanativeoranoutsiderarenotresolvable
andresearchersmustevolvetheirowntechniquesof
distancingorfamiliarisingthealienandconstituteafield
accordingtotheirresearchinterests.


