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Martyn Hammersley 

ETHNOGRAPHY: WHAT IS IT, AND WHY DO IT?1 

The questions in my title may seem to be relatively straightforward ones, and at one level 

they are; but there are disputes not just about why one might do ethnography but even about 

what it is. My aim in this paper is not to resolve these but to provide a guide to them. 

We must begin with a very brief history of ethnography. Its origins are usually traced 

to what is often thought of as a revolution in British and North American social anthropology 

that took place around the beginning of the twentieth century, usually associated with the 

names of Franz Boas and Bronislaw Malinowski. One aspect of this was a shift from a 

concern with how particular cultural features (a technology, a preference for a particular 

food, a myth, etc) could be understood as a product of evolution or diffusion but rather can 

only be understood in terms of its context: the distinctive character of the culture or social 

organisation in which it is found. The second key change here was from anthropologists 

relying upon information from missionaries and travellers, or on relatively brief expeditions 

to collect artefacts to, instead, their going to the societies in which they were interested so as 

to collect data first hand by living amongst the people there for an extended period of time. 

 

The picture here gives a sense of what this involved. You will see that, while Malinowski 

pitched his tent in the village he was studying, he made little attempt to blend in with the 

people being studied, in the way that would be common amongst many ethnographers today. 

The picture also perhaps gives a hint regarding the link between anthropology and white 

colonialism in the non-European world; and this is a continuing theme in discussions of 

anthropology and ethnography today, as I will indicate later. Anthropologists were often 

dependent upon Western government control of the various regions they studied, and were 

sometimes used as government advisers in those regions. However, the relationship was 

complex, it was rarely simply a matter of anthropology serving white colonialism, but it was 

certainly strongly implicated in it. 

                                                           
1 Talk given at the International Institute for Qualitative Methodology, University of Alberta, 
Qual-World Interactive Virtual Conference 2017. 



2 
 

Under its own name or under others – such as case study or community study – 

ethnography spread to other disciplines and into the study of Western societies. In the 

process, the character of what was done by ethnographers diversified. A manifestation of this 

is that today we have a huge number of labelled types of ethnography. For example: 

autoethnography, blitzkrieg ethnography, duoethnography, citizen ethnography, 

cognitive ethnography, critical ethnography, digital ethnography, educational 

ethnography, ethnomethodological ethnography, feminist ethnography, focused 

ethnography, functionalist ethnography, global ethnography, hypermedia 

ethnography, insider ethnography, institutional ethnography, interactionist 

ethnography, interpretive ethnography, linguistic ethnography, longitudinal 

ethnography, Marxist ethnography, micro-ethnography, multi-sited ethnography, 

narrative ethnography, performance ethnography, postmodern ethnography, public 

ethnography, race ethnography, rapid ethnography, relational ethnography, rural 

ethnography, slow ethnography, street ethnography, stunt ethnography, team 

ethnography, urban ethnography, virtual ethnography, visual ethnography, etc. 

This diversification partly results from changes in the nature of the contexts in which research 

was being carried out, but it also reflects the influence of various philosophical, 

methodological, and political ideas, and the effects of new technologies. I will spell out some 

of these influences and effects during the course of this talk. 

Reasons for doing ethnography 

Let me begin, though, with the reasons that have motivated people to do ethnography. To 

some extent, these remain significant today: 

i) A desire to know what people do in practice, and what they really believe (rather than 

what they say they do, or say they believe, on questionnaires, in formal interviews, or 

in public or even private documents). So, the first of these reasons stems from a 

concern that research relying on questionnaires and formal interviews, especially, 

does not provide accurate information either about what people do or even about their 

beliefs and attitudes. One reason for this is that they may not be honest, but another is 

that they may not know all relevant aspects of what they do, or even of what they 

believe: much of what we do in the course of social life is below the level of 

consciousness. 

ii) A concern to understand the contextual meanings that inform people’s conduct, since 

only with such understanding can we explain this conduct, or even describe it 

accurately. In other words, we have to take account of what sense people make of the 

world, and of themselves. Equally important, these meanings are contextually 

variable, so that we need to observe what people say and do in the context(s) with 

which we are primarily concerned. One implication of this is that relying solely on 

interview data may be ill-advised, since the interview is a distinct context that itself 

shapes people’s behaviour.  

iii) A commitment to discover how people’s lives are affected by the situations they face. 

What is involved here is a reaction against a tendency to explain variation in people’s 

behaviour as the product of psychological differences or of differences in their social 

backgrounds, in other words of their personal and social characteristics. The argument 
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in much ethnographic work is that ‘in this situation anyone might do the same’. One 

aspect of this is a concern with identifying the rationality behind what is often 

dismissed as irrational.  

iv) A focus on how attitudes and actions unfold over time. Much social research 

conceptualises causality as the operation of multiple factors, with different weights, 

all operating at the same point in time. By contrast, ethnographers are concerned with 

processes, with how situations develop over time, and how people adjust their actions, 

and their attitudes, to changing circumstances. It is argued that any outcomes we wish 

to explain are likely to be a product of complex processes, and that it is important to 

understand the paths by which any outcome was reached if we are to be able to 

understand and explain it. 

Ethnographers would not necessarily sign up to all of these reasons, but they underpin much 

ethnographic work. 

Characterising ethnography 

If we look at how ethnography is usually defined in the methodological literature we find a 

number of features are generally treated as central: 

• Carried out in naturally occurring settings 

• Relatively long-term data collection process 

• Relies on participant observation, or personal engagement more generally.   

• Employs other types of data as well as that from observation: experiential data from 

participation; interviews (informal and perhaps also formal); documents (elicited 

and/or already available) 

• Data are recorded in the form of ‘unstructured’ fieldnotes and/or through electronic 

recording (audio or audio-visual). 

There is some variation and dispute about each of these features, but they are widely treated 

as characteristic of an ethnographic approach. 

Most ethnographers will insist however that doing ethnography is not just about using 

particular sources of data, that it also involves a distinctive attitude or sensibility. One 

element of this is being prepared to ‘learn other cultures’: this involves suspending one’s 

assumptions and evaluations. Another involves resisting the temptation immediately to 

reduce what is experienced to the categories of ‘commonsense’, or to the terms of a theory or 

a discipline. It requires trying to approach what one sees and hears almost as if one were a 

Martian!  

It is important to recognise however that there are significant tensions within this 

sensibility: 

• Inside vs outside: while it is important to ‘learn the culture’ one must also view the 

familiar as strange, and address it from an analytic point of view 

• Particular vs general: ethnographers study the local but also try to ‘see the whole 

picture’, in other words understand the wider context 
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• Process vs structure: ethnographers focus on events as they develop over time in a 

setting, but must also identify patterns, structures or forms 

• Discovery vs construction: The aim is to document social life, but ethnographers 

cannot avoid constructing their accounts 

These tensions have played an important role in generating the diverse kinds of 

ethnography that are now practised. One reason for this is that they have been reinforced by 

various external philosophical and political influences. In rough historical sequence, the 

philosophical and theoretical ones include: positivism, functionalism, psychoanalysis, 

pragmatism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, Marxism, feminist and post-colonialist theory, 

structuralism and post-structuralism, and ‘new materialisms’. I’m not going to spell out to 

what each of these labels refers, my point is simply that there is no single ethnographic 

worldview: ethnography has been influenced by a whole range of ideas that are in conflict 

with one another in significant respects.2 

Ethnography has also been subject to political or ethical challenges: 

• Anthropology’s links with colonialism in the past led to the accusation that its 

findings reflected Western culture and that it serves Western neo-imperialism. This 

concern persists today, not least on the part of some anthropologists themselves. 

• There have been similar political critiques of ethnographic work carried out within the 

West, and in other disciplines than anthropology, concerning social-class divisions. It 

has been argued, for instance, that this work often produces information about the 

lives of marginalised and subordinated groups that could be used to increase control 

over them. 

• Along somewhat similar lines, feminists have claimed that, in both focus and analysis, 

social-science accounts, including ethnographic ones, reflect and serve male 

dominance. There have also been questions about ethnographic bias in relation to 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, and disability. 

In part what is at stake here is who does the research, but also how it is done and for what 

purpose. One issue is what functions the research serves: does it bring about what can be 

regarded as progressive change, reinforce the status quo, or make no significant difference? 

But there is also the question of how the inquiry is carried out, and what kind of knowledge it 

produces. For instance, there have been arguments that ethnography is geared to producing a 

form of Western scientific knowledge that is incompatible with the modes of knowing 

characteristic of many indigenous societies, and of African societies, and that it therefore 

represents a kind of epistemological imperialism. 

A key focus for these disputes has been the notion of representation. Criticism has 

played on the ambiguity of the word ‘representation’. On the one hand it can mean presenting 

                                                           
2 It may be a surprise to see positivism listed there, but Bronislaw Malinowski whom I mentioned earlier as one 

of the founders of ethnography was influenced by positivism, in the sense that he was concerned with 

documenting in factual terms exactly what actually happened in the communities in Papua New Guinea and 

elsewhere that he studied, as well as explaining why the practices he found occurred in these societies in 

scientific terms – in other words, in terms very different from the ideas of the people he studied. 
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an account of a situation or of someone’s life (a cognitive or discursive sense of the word). 

On the other hand, it may refer to political representation, in the sense of representing 

people’s interests in influencing the policies of some government or other organisation. And 

at least a couple of questions have been raised about the role of ethnography in political 

representation. One is whether ethnographic accounts do actually serve the interests of the 

people being studied. The other concerns whether anyone, including ethnographers, should 

claim to speak on someone else’s behalf about their lives. This is an issue that has arisen, for 

example, in the field of disability studies, where there is often immediate objection to 

researchers without a disability studying people with disabilities. 

As I have indicated, these philosophical and political divergences have generated 

significant disputes that have shaped the orientations of ethnographers. Some of the main 

dimensions of variation in orientation are as follows: 

• Micro or macro? Local or global (or glocal)? Some philosophical influences, such as 

versions of constructionism, have encouraged a micro focus on the details of 

discourse or social interaction. However, other influences, including both 

functionalism and Marxism, have tended to encourage a macro-perspective.  

• Data-driven or Theory-driven? A similar range of philosophical and political 

influence has determined where particular ethnographic studies lie on this dimension. 

• Concerned with ‘giving voice’ to people versus documenting their behaviour? This 

dimension is, if anything, even more complex than the previous two. For instance, 

some of those who have argued that the central function of ethnography is to ‘give 

voice’ to marginal groups acknowledge that the notion that people have authentic 

voices is problematic, given that all accounts are socio-culturally constructed. 

• Realist or constructionist? Discovering facts or constructing fictions? There are deep 

epistemological issues here that threaten any claim to ethnographic authority, and 

thereby potentially undercut its justification. 

• Science-based versus Arts-based? In the past, ethnographers were committed to a 

scientific approach, even though they often rejected the conception of science 

championed by quantitative researchers. In recent times, there has been a tendency for 

some ethnographers to claim that their work is arts-based, though this can be 

interpreted in a variety of ways. 

• Appreciative/interpretive versus critical or ‘public’ (in the form of ‘public 

anthropology’ or ‘public sociology’)? In the past, for the most part, the aim of 

ethnographers was simply to produce knowledge about diverse forms of social 

organisation or culture. However, more recently, as in other approaches, there has 

been a growing tendency to insist that the research must be ‘critical’ in the sense of 

evaluating social arrangements, and/or being designed directly to serve the interests of 

marginalised groups. 

• Detached or activist? Much ‘critical’ research nevertheless remains detached in the 

sense that it is not directly involved with parties or movements aiming to bring about 

social change. However, there are ‘activist’ or ‘militant’ versions of ethnography that 

are geared to social intervention in this way. 
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• Researcher-controlled versus participatory? In some fields there has been a growing 

tendency to argue for the ‘democratisation’ of research, which is usually taken to 

mean that the people studied should play a key role in making research decisions, 

rather than these being made solely by the ethnographer. 

New technology 

Besides philosophical and political influences, another important factor shaping the diverse 

forms of ethnography now deployed is the development of new technologies. The phrase 

‘new technologies’ in relation to social research is usually taken to refer to digital 

technologies, and this will be my main focus. But, as background, it is worth thinking about 

the impact of technology on research historically, so that we do not assume that what is 

happening today is unique, or exaggerate its implications.  

Looking back, there were significant shifts in ethnographic practice when 

anthropologists moved from studying non-literate to studying literate societies. While 

ethnographers themselves used the technology of writing, the fact that there were no written 

documents in the societies they studied shaped the character of their investigations, for 

example encouraging a focus on how these societies operate as functioning wholes, rather 

than seeking to trace the history of how they came to be how they are. Oral accounts of the 

past offered by participants were viewed as mythologised, and therefore as an unreliable basis 

for reconstructing a society’s history. In the context of literate societies, by contrast, a whole 

range of new data – from personal diaries to official documents – became available. And this 

opened up new lines of investigation, including historical ones. 

Similarly, major developments in transport in many societies, from the eighteenth 

century onwards, had an important impact on ethnographic work. Many places in the world 

became much more accessible for study. At the same time, the level of urbanisation 

increased, and ethnography had to be adapted for the investigation of urban settings. A 

significant feature of such settings is that people frequently live in one place, with one group 

of people, work in another, and spend their leisure time in others. The result is that it is much 

more difficult for ethnographers to study people’s lives ‘in the round’, and typically 

ethnographic studies in urban contexts have tended to focus on specific settings, and people’s 

participation in them. 

The development of digital technologies has been very significant for ethnography. 

The emergence of reasonably cheap, portable audio- and video recorders meant that 

electronic recordings could be produced to supplement fieldnotes, on which ethnographers 

had previously relied entirely. One of the effects of this was that it made possible detailed 

micro-analysis of processes of social interaction, including interviews, paying particular 

attention to discourse and narrative. Simultaneously, the value of fieldnotes as a form of data 

has often tended to be downgraded on the grounds that they are unreliable. 

Of course, digital technology has also generated a huge number of online 

communities, a mass of documentary material (visual as well as textual) available on the 

Internet, and provided new methods (email, video-messaging, etc) that ethnographers can 

use. Moreover, with the development of smart phones, online communication has become 

thoroughly integrated with offline social interaction, so that its role must be taken into 

account even in much ethnographic work that is not focused specifically online. 
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All of these factors – philosophical, methodological, political, and technological –

have led to variations even at the level of what the ethnographer actually does: 

• Is the main focus offline or online? 

• How much time is spent in the field (how long, how frequent, and how intensive)? 

• Is a single site studied or multi-sites? Or perhaps participants or objects are 

‘shadowed’ moving among sites? 

• What relative emphasis is placed upon participant observation, documents, and/or 

interviewing, as sources of data? And what is each used for? As regards data 

recording, what use, if any, is made of fieldnotes, audio- and video-recordings, digital 

photography, or elicited materials? 

• If participant observation is used, is this covert or overt? Does the ethnographer take 

on an established role in the setting, or act more as an observer? This is important 

because the nature of the researcher’s role will affect the data produced and thereby 

the findings, to some extent. 

External threats to ethnography 

I want to end by noting some current external threats to ethnographic work: 

1. The emphasis on ‘big data’, randomised controlled trials, and mixed methods, with 

much funding going in these directions. 

2. Demands for accountability, engagement, ‘impact’, ‘efficient’ data collection and 

analysis, etc. These demands are at odds with the long-term and intensive character of 

much ethnography. 

3. Working conditions in universities: temporary contracts, ‘busyness’, etc. The 

increased time pressures as a result of growing administrative and teaching loads, and 

the more precarious employment conditions, make the investment required for 

ethnographic work more difficult. 

4. Increased problems in gaining access to settings. For political and commercial 

reasons, some gatekeepers are increasingly wary of allowing access, and may enforce 

restrictions that make ethnography impossible. 

5. In many institutions, there are forms of ethical regulation now in place that are not 

well-suited to ethnography, so that gaining approval is more time-consuming 

(potentially reducing the time for data collection), and sometimes particular 

ethnographic studies are simply blocked. 

Conclusion 

Ethnography is not a single method or a single approach: it is perhaps best thought of as a 

family of approaches. While some of the differences reflect variations in the phenomena 

being investigated, they also stem from fundamental disagreements about the nature of the 

social world, how it can be understood, and what form social research should take. It is 
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difficult to know whether and how these disagreements can be resolved. But, if they cannot 

be resolved, what then? This is not a problem that is restricted to ethnography, of course. 

Most of the issues I have identified apply, in one form or another, to other kinds of social 

research.  

Some researchers believe that the existence of these disagreements and differences in 

orientation is inevitable, and should be tolerated, or even celebrated. Others, and I am one, 

regard this attitude as profoundly mistaken, for reasons of both principle and practice. It is 

not necessary to adopt an essentialist position in order to conclude that, unless a form of 

activity can differentiate itself reasonably clearly and coherently from other activities, in 

terms of its goal, there can be no integrity in its practice, and perhaps even little justification 

for its existence.  

 

Addendum: I have only been able to sketch the topics I have discussed here. You will find 

more detailed discussion in these sources: 

(With Paul Atkinson) (2007) Ethnography: Principles in Practice, London, 

Routledge. 

Reading Ethnographic Research, London, Longman, 1990; second edition 1997. 

What is Qualitative Research?, London, Bloomsbury, 2012. 

‘Ethnography: problems and prospects’, Ethnography and Education, 1, 1, 2006, pp3-

14 

‘What is ethnography? Can it survive? Should it survive?’, Ethnography and 

Education, forthcoming, 2018.  

For a selective bibliography on ethnography, see under ‘Slides and Texts’ at 

https://martynhammersley.wordpress.com/teaching-material/ 

The slides for my talk can also be found there as a pdf. 
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