Ethnography
Q. What is ethnographic research?
Ethnography is defined as an illuminative account of social life and culture in a particular social system based on multiple detailed observations of what people actually do in the social setting being observed. Ethnography can be described as both qualitative and quantitative research methods that are used by sociologists when studying specific groups, communities or institutions found being a part of a larger complex society.

The use of ethnography is most commonly used by sociologists who take a more specific look into society as well as proposed research for studies involving participant observation. Within society it can be used for organizations, communities, cults, etc.

The word 'ethnography' is derived from the Greek word ‘ethnos’, meaning "a company, later a people, nation" and ‘graphy’, meaning "writing". Ethnographic studies focus on large cultural groups of people who interact over time. Ethnography is a set of qualitative methods that are used in social sciences that focus on the observation of social practices and interactions. Its aim is to observe a situation without imposing any deductive structure or framework upon it and to view everything as strange or unique.

The field of anthropology originated from Europe and England designed in late 19th century. It spread its roots to the United States at the beginning of the 20th century. Some of the main contributors like E. B. Tylor (1832–1917) from Britain and Lewis H. Morgan (1818–1881).
Q. Stages of ethnographic research:-

1. Selecting a research topic

The first step in doing ethnographic research is to select a topic for research. Very often the selection of a topic is influenced by personal interest or concern. Such concerns may be related to the researcher’s job, personal relationships, family history, social class, or ethnic background. This kind of research requires that the researcher’s first determine what they care about independent of scientific considerations. This emotional involvement in their work provides a meaningful link between the personal and emotional lives of the researchers and the rigorous requirement of the social and scientific endeavour, not only does this emotional attachment make the involvement in social research more personally rewarding but it helps researchers to cope with problems that are inevitable in every research project.
2. Choosing the field site

Ethnographic research often starts with choosing a field site. Thereafter, you generate a guiding research question appropriate to that specific site. It is also possible, however, to start with a theoretically derived research question about a certain cultural process and to find a site where that question might be appropriate. Either way, setting up a research project can work as long as the site and the question are relevant to one another. Whatever way you choose to proceed, be careful that your research questions touch upon something important about social and cultural life in the field site.

Once a potential field site has been selected, you need to negotiate access. This involves getting permission from the people on the site to visit the site for research purposes during a certain period of time. Also, you need to find some key participants, that is, people who you think are central in terms of the research question that you have in mind. 

Ethnographic fieldwork typically begins with participant observation, which is later complemented by other data (e.g. interviews and documents). Keeping field notes is a key activity performed by the ethnographer. Everyday events are recorded along with the participants’ viewpoints and interpretations. Initial observations focus on the general, open-ended collection of materials derived from learning the basic cultural rules and language used at the site. This initial orientation process is important for providing a background for a more focused investigation. It also helps the researcher to gain a rapport with the participants and test out whether the original research objectives are appropriate in the local situation.

The completed written ethnography both speaks and adds to established theoretical debates. Therefore, theory is important in ethnographic research for at least two reasons. First, theory has a key role in helping generate guiding questions for ethnographic investigation, allowing you to address larger questions about how culture works among diverse groups of people. Second, through applying theoretical tools to what you learn in the field you can better understand the social life in a certain research setting. It is through theory that the data gain wider meaning and relevance. Therefore, ethnographers must apply some theoretical concepts to their data at some point of the research.

3. Participant observation

Participant observation is a central data collection method in ethnographic research. At the one end, the researcher makes shorter visits to the site. At the other end, the researcher shares the everyday life and activities of the people in the chosen setting. This would help in developing an ‘insider’s view’, which means that you would experience and feel what it is like to be part of the group studied. Experiencing a site from the inside is what necessitates the participant part of observation. Simultaneously, however, there is always an observer side to this process. The challenge is to combine participation and observation in a way that enables understanding of the site as an insider while describing it to the outsiders.

The extent to which it is possible for a researcher to become a full participant in the culture they are studying will depend on the nature of the setting being observed. Being a participating member of the group studied develops a ‘working knowledge’ that enables a good understanding of the culture studied. The ethnographer should try to be both an outsider and an insider, staying on in the margins of the group both socially and intellectually. Therefore, combining the outside and inside views is fruitful. 

4. Ethnographic interviews

Besides observation, an ethnographic study can be centrally based on open-ended narrative, or life history interviews, which can also be called ‘ethnographic interviews’. Most often, however, ethnographer supplement what they learn through participant observation by interviewing people who can help them understand the setting or group they are researching. It can be useful to interview a variety of people at various points of an ethnographic research. 

Overall, interviews can be particularly helpful when choosing a site, after participant observation has been finished, or when the participants are going through changes that interest the researcher. While participant observation gives information on action and behaviour, interviews provide a chance to learn how people directly reflect on their own behaviour, circumstances, identities and events. This can be valuable in gaining an insider’s perspective. 

An important part of the interviews is to establish a rapport with the participant. The best way to do this is by being a good listener, which means to listen and hear much more than to talk and converse. Showing genuine interest towards the participant and doing what you can to make the other person socially comfortable are high priorities. When conducting the interview you should choose a setting where the participant can relax and talk openly. Be sure that the participant knows that the interview forms one part of your data and that they understand the overall implications of being interviewed.

Before starting to interview people, you should ask yourself what you want to learn from the interviews. Often, it is a good idea to make a list of all possible questions and then see which ones are most closely related to your research question. In order to let the participant talk from their own point of view, it is good to plan open-ended questions rather than structured ones. If the participant pauses during their talk or seems to be talking about irrelevant issues, wait awhile instead of immediately insisting on moving to the following question. This often leads to useful insights, even those that you would not have planned to ask.

Interviews can be taped with the participants’ consent. Even if you are good at keeping notes, it is helpful to have an actual account of what was said and how. Taping allows you to transcribe interview data for closer analysis. If the participant does not want you to tape the interview, take enough time after the interview to write down more complete notes about what was said.
5. Leaving the field

The social complexity of field research is not limited to gaining access and establishing relationships. Leaving the field is no less problematic. This stage depends on the arrangement the observer and the observed reached when they began and on the kind of social relationships that developed during the research process. The research requirement of ‘’getting involved” during the field work itself presents a problem when it is time to leave.

Field exit process range from the quick and sharply defined to the gradual drawn out. Leaving can be a recurring phenomenon when research needs require the researcher to leave and come back numerous times. In the end, the procedure the researcher selects is a function of the commitment he or she made while conducting the research.
6. Analyzing and Interpretation of Ethnographic data-

In ethnographic research, analysis takes place throughout the research project and is tightly connected with interpretation. This means that, during your research process, you will continuously analyse, interpret and learn from your empirical data. In this respect, analysis involves both creative insight and careful attention to the purpose of your study. At some stage of your research process you stop collecting data and turn your attention more fully and systematically to the analysis. 

While there is no single way to approach the analysis of ethnographic data, the following points are useful to keep in mind. Start with reading through your field notes and other data. Do this several times. The first reading you can do quickly to get an overall picture of the data. However, as you proceed, it is useful to be much more thorough. Becoming familiar with the empirical data helps you to understand them. After some rounds of reading, start to make notes on the texts you are reading and pay attention to traces of patterns, connections, similarities, or contrastive points. 

Reduction of data is often the second step of the analysis.  In this case you can, for instance, decide to use only certain parts of the documents (those that are closely connected to your research question), or to make summaries of them to make easier their use.

7. Writing & Evaluation

The word ethnography literally means ‘a portrait of a people’, which reminds us that ethnography is about representing the field. Ethnography concerns both the processes of accomplishing the research and the research report itself, which is often written in the form of prose rather than in the form of a more traditional academic research report. Ethnographic research often starts with presenting a problem or an issue in the guiding question. The researchers then proceed to explore this question or problem and analyze it in light of the fieldwork. Therefore, it is useful to clarify early on in the research report why the selected issue or problem is important and why it is worthy of investigation.

The purpose of description is to let the reader know what happened in the field, what it was like from the participants’ point of view to be there, and what particular events or activities were interesting and worth exploring further. A detailed description and quotations are essential qualities of ethnographic accounts.

What is included by way of description will depend on what kind of research questions the researcher is trying to answer. Often, an entire activity or event will be reported in detail because it represents a typical or unique experience, or because it allows a very detailed micro-analysis. Even a comprehensive research report will have to leave aside much of the empirical data available. This is why you should be careful to keep the focus of your research in mind during the entire writing process. 

Q. METHODOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES OF ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH:-
There are three methodological features of ethnographic research, which have differing philosophical backgrounds. ‘Naturalism’ has its roots in the realist research tradition, which seeks to discover a true or authentic description of the world. Understanding and induction, in turn, are related to the social constructionist research tradition, which suggest that there are several descriptions, or versions, of the reality, the trustworthiness of which depends on what we believe is true, and how relevant the description is. 

Naturalism

According to naturalism, the aim of research is to capture the objective nature of naturally occurring human action. The argument is that this can only be achieved through intensive, first-hand contact and not through what people do in experimental and artificial settings, or by what people say in interviews. This is why ethnographers carry out their research in natural settings, which exist independently of the researcher. They also try to explain social events and processes in terms of their relationship to the context in which they occur. According to naturalism, objective description requires you to minimize your influence on the activities of the people that are studied.

Understanding

A counter argument to naturalism entails that you can explain human action only if you have an understanding of the culture in which action takes place. This is rather obvious if you study something that is completely alien to you. However, some ethnographers argue that it is just as important when you are studying more familiar settings. Indeed, when a setting is familiar, the danger of misunderstanding is especially great. You should not assume that you already know other people’s perspectives, because specific groups and individuals develop distinctive world views. This is especially true in large complex societies; therefore, it is necessary to learn the culture of the group that you are studying before you can give explanations for the actions of its members. This is why participant observation, conversations and open interviews are central to ethnographic research.

Induction
Ethnographers argue in favour of inductive and discovery-based research processes focusing on ‘local interpretations’. It is argued that if the researcher approaches a community with a set of predefined theoretical models, concepts or propositions, they may fail to discover the distinctive and contextual nature of it. This is why ethnographers typically start their research with just a general interest in a community, group of people, type of social action, or a practical problem. The research problem will then be refined, and sometimes even changed, as the research project proceeds. Similarly, theoretical ideas are developed over the course of the research process. These are regarded as valuable outcomes of the research, not as its starting points.

Ethics- 

One of the strengths of ethnographic research, but also one of its challenges, is the reflection on the relationships that the researchers build with the participants in their studies. Doing ethnographic research means getting to know people, gaining their trust, and perhaps committing oneself to long-term friendship relations. 

All research is supposed to protect the people who participate in the study. This includes letting them know the risks of the research, protecting their identities and, more generally, paying extra attention to the decisions that you make during the research process. You need to make your research goals and objectives clear to the members of the community under study, and gain the informed consent of these people prior to starting your research project. Ethics in research also includes ensuring that the study participants are given the opportunity to decide whether you can use their real names or pseudonyms in your research. You also need to discuss whether participants would want to read and comment on the drafts of the research report. Overall, you must be sure that your research does not harm or exploit individuals or groups of people that you are studying. 
Q. Guidelines for conducting ethnographic fieldwork {for 2 marks}
• Collect a variety of information from different perspectives and different sources.

• Use observation, open interviews, and site documentation, as well as audio-visual materials such as recordings and photographs.

• Write field notes that are descriptive and rich in detail.

• Represent participants in their own terms by using quotations and short stories. Capture participants’ views of their own experiences in their own words.
Q. Explain how Ethnographic research used in qualitative research? (5)

A. The ethnographic method is same as qualitative research in ways of conducting social science approach due to the following reasons:
· It is field-based. It is conducted in the settings in which real people actually live, rather than in laboratories where the researcher controls the elements of the behaviors to be observed or measured.

· It is personalized. It is conducted by researchers who are in the day-to-day, face-to-face contact with the people they are studying and who are thus both participants in and observers of the lives under study.

· It is multifactorial. It is conducted through the use of two or more data collection techniques - which may be qualitative or quantitative in nature - in order to get a conclusion.

· It requires a long-term commitment i.e. it is conducted by a researcher who intends to interact with people they are studying for an extended period of time. The exact time frame can vary from several weeks to a year or more.

· It is inductive. It is conducted in such a way to use an accumulation of descriptive detail to build toward general patterns or explanatory theories rather than structured to test hypotheses derived from existing theories or models.

· It is dialogic. It is conducted by a researcher whose interpretations and findings may be expounded on by the study's participants while conclusions are still in the process of formulation.

Q. Discuss about advantages and disadvantages of Ethnographic research: (5)

A. Ethnography, which is a method dedicated entirely to field work, is aimed at gaining a deeper insight of a certain people's knowledge and social culture.
Ethnography's advantages are:

· It can open up certain experiences during group research that other research methods fail to cover.

· Notions that are taken for granted can be highlighted and confronted.

· It can tap into intuitive and deep human understanding of and interpretations of (by the ethnographer) the accounts of informants (those who are being studied), which goes far beyond what quantitative research can do in terms of extracting meanings.

· Ethnography allows people outside of a culture (whether of a primitive tribe or of a corporation's employees) to learn about its members' practices, motives, understandings, and values.

However, there are certain challenges or limitations for the ethnographic method:

· Deep expertise is required: Ethnographers must accumulate knowledge about the methods and domains of interest, which can take considerable training and time.

· Sensitivity: The ethnographer is an outsider and must exercise discretion and caution to avoid offending, alienating or harming those being observed.

· Access: Negotiating access to field sites and participants can be time-consuming and difficult. Secretive or guarded organizations may require different approaches in order for researchers to succeed.[43]
· Duration and cost: Research can involve prolonged time in the field, particularly because building trust with participants is usually necessary for obtaining rich data.

· Bias: Ethnographers bring their own experience to bear in pursuing questions to ask and reviewing data, which can lead to biases in directions of inquiry and analysis.

· Descriptive approach: Ethnography relies heavily on storytelling and the presentation of critical incidents, which is inevitably selective and viewed as a weakness by those used to the scientific approaches of hypothesis testing, quantification and replication.
