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ABSTRACT - , |
This essay is concerned with exploring the methodological basis and
sociological influence on the development of ethnographic research in
cultural studies. It is asserted that while wuch of this research has
gone substantially beyond previous eritical reviews and applications of
the participant observation wethod, they have done so without formally
reflecting on some of the new problems and possibilities implicit iputheir
reformulation of a mwore 'structural' ethnography. The first section of
the paper addrekses itself to some of the-historical configurations, . -
peispéetivés and key definitions: necessary to. recognise the main sociqj
logical 'bloodlines!' of ¢ontemporarv ethnography. .In no way is it
claimed that this exercise is either exhaustive or fully comprehepsive.
Réther; we want to abstract out sowe of the major concepts and develop-
ments within 'interpretive' forms of social theory, in contrast to examples
drawn from 'positivistic' sociology, in order to proyide at least a
recognition of one aspect of the,historicalvpedigree_of‘ethnegraph§c
research. The second part of the paper, is concerned primarilv with
identifying the maln elenents and theoretlcal premlses informing the
development of a structural ethnography w1th1n the field of cultural
studies. It will be argued that th1= spec1f1c tvpe of ana1y51q, emerged
out of an. actlve engagement w1th a complex 4arx1sm and contlnues to
reveal the imprint of femlnlst theory, practlce and crltlclsm. The
final section of the paper attempta to pose a number of crucial and
challenglng questions about the problems and promises 1nherent in

ethnographlc studies.
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The rlch llVlng, sensuous, concrete activity
»of self-objectlflcatlon is therefore reduced
to its mere abstraction ...

= Karl Marx.' (on Hegel)

Introduction.

All writing contains within it historical motivations. The genesis
of this Daper is no exception. Initially, this essay was concelved of as
a general reactlon to what we felt was a methodological gap in ethno-
graphic work in’ ‘cultural studies. This is not to suggest that there is a
lack of‘concréte ethnographic studies - on the contrary, it is the vefy'
success and proliferation of this work over the last decade which forces
a discussion of method to the top of the agenda. In our view, whilé many
of these recent studies have gone substantially beyond previous critical
reviews4of the participant observation msthod,(l)they have done so without
fbrmallv reflectlng on the new problems and DOSSlbllltleS 1m011c1t in
their reformulation of a more 'structural ethnographv'.(z)

This latter point reveals a number of other 'hidden' motivations for
writing this paper. ©On the one hand, we are firml§ committed to the rich-
ness and potential of a full fledged structural ethnography - not just on
anbinteilectual level but right on down to its practical and political
implications (two processes which we view as inseparable),g/ézothe other
hand, the very fullness and sensibility of many of these‘highly—textured
case studies; must be contrasted with a virtual silence on the major
political and methodological issues. And when they have conifronted the
préblem of method, cultural theorists have often assumed a readershib who
has fully explored the deep, dark caverns of sociolégicél‘method and the
philosophy of science. For instance, one of the felativély recent (and
one mighf.add, extremely rare) discussions on particiﬁant observétion

methods in cultural studies, begins:

I£ the 'paturalist"revolt was directed against
positivism's inébility'totunderstand»and record
human subjectivity, mainstream sociology has
nevertheléséifbund it possible to assign paxticipént
: observétion (?O) and case study work ajlegitimate
*.place in the social ‘scienceés.(3) N
‘Ne have ripped this passagéAfroﬁ ité fuller context not bgcause we

necessarily disagree with what it says, but rather to highlightvquerwn

approach to these complex methodological issues. The point is that even
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within sociology, terminology like 'natufalism! and 'positivism' are by no
means wellvunderstood._ Suiely their usage without adequate explanation,
simply confuses the.issue; It also obscures a long and disjointed history
of the study of 'cultures from within'. The first section of fhis paper
then, addresses itself to some of the historical conflguratlons, perspec~
tives rand kgy definitions necessary to recognise the major bloodlines of
contenporary ethnogra)hy. In no way do w2 claim to be either exhaustive
(by providing a total hlstorv) or comprehensive (dealing with the full
range of issues and concepts). Our aims are more modest than this. Tt
will not be possible to deal here with a vast range of issues raised in
the -field of oral history, nor can we hope to dissect either the anthro-
pological or literary influences on contemporary ethnography. Rafher, we
want to abstract out some of the major concepts and developments largely
within 'interpretive sooiology',(4)by contrasting them with some examples
drawn from positivistic sociologists, in order to provide at leeét a
recognition of the historical pedigrees of ethnographic research."

The second part of the paper, is concerned primarily with identifying
the main elewents and theoretical premises informing the development of a
structural etnnogfaphy within cultural studies. e want to argue that
this snec1fic type of analysis, emerged out of an active engagement with
a complex ilarxism and continues to reveal the imprint of fewinist theory,
practice and criticism. The final section of'thevpaOer attempts to pose
a number of crucial and challenging questions about the !'promises' and
'problems' of conducting ethnograohio studies. In concluding, we want to
suggest that it is the active contradictions‘and 'double reflexivity'
inherent in the best ethnography, which offers up the greatest potentlal
for new social relations of research and ultimately, the.fusion of theory

and politics. -

Historical Configurations and Concepts

Ethnography and participant observation research are methods . pregnant
with history.( ) As concepts they defy simple definition. . What we mean
by this, is that contemporary analyses of cultures 'from within' are
deeply embedded in a rich and varied history of social, political,
literary, anfhropological and philosophical thought (and debate) which is
rarely revealed in the terms themselves. '

This section of the paper is designed to render some of the ma)or
conceptual and historical aspects pe;tainlng to qualitative sociology

comprehensible. 3Such a task implies a certain amount of 'typification'
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and 'oondensation' - in.a word, an excuse for ignoring the historical
complexity of situations, in order to provide a relative coherent and
simplified'vérsiqn. We think this is justifiable on two counts. First,:
there is an urgént sense of marking out an appropriate starting point
(however artificial),_fo;‘devgloping an appreciation of a long history
of ethnographic reéeérch. Secondly, we feel that there is still a great
deal of confusioh'in sociology and cultural studies over distinguishing
general philosdph;cal;categories from philosophy of science terminology,
and perspectivqs/paradigms from historically established schools of
thought. Part of fhe problem is due, no doubt, to some genuine overlan
between these categories. Yet it is crucial, we think, to be as clear
and precise as p0551bl‘ 1n differentiating between types of approaches,
even within 1nterprgt1ve sociology.,

An obvious starting point would be to give sowe substance to the
term 'positivism'. The problematic nature of the concept is expressed in

the following quotation:

. the effect of using positivist...when it has
been practically dropped by those who actually
defend the position being-attacked, is often to
distance the real conflict, or even prevent its
.clarification. It becomes a swear-word, by whi ch

nobody is swearing. (§)

Anthony Giddens, a contemporary soc1ologlst, also strnsses that po;1t1v1sm.

'has today become more A term of abusL than a technical term of phll—

7

prefers to reserve the term positivism proper to refer to the v1ews of

osophy'. In an attompt to clarlfv its 1nd15cr1m1nato use, Giddens

Aauguste Comte (to be dlscussed subsequently) and to those leading flguras

of the 'Vienna Circle'. 68 Positivistic philosophy is usad to

designate a range of views clustered around certain compatlble views

of science and, positivistic sociology distinguishes the spec1f1c

application of positivism to the discipline of sociology. ‘e reiterate
Giddens' distinctions here only bécause while our main discuséion
focuses on positivistic sociology, it is also necessary to highlight
some of the major aspects of positivistic philosophy. As Giddens himself
admits, the problem is somewhat compounded by the tendency of sociologists
to continually collapse and recombine these divisions. ‘

By 'positivistic philosophy' then, we infer a range of positions

(D)

holding most or all ‘of these mwajor tenents:
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{a) The dominant sclentlflc modcl ofthe' phy51ca1 sc1ences, including
.. formal logic and experlmentatlon, is applicable and/or adaptable
to the social ‘sciences (i.e. both are seen to share the same

logical foundutlon for knowledge production).

(b) There is an attempt to construct or set out stagments or theories
of a general 'law-like' character whlch can be empirically tested
by 'operationaliging' concepts (making them measurable) and
statlst;cally manipulating the relatlgnshlp between these concepts

(now called 'variables').

(c) The objects 6f analyses must be directly observable and

measurable,

(d) There is a clear dlstlnctlon made beétween 'fact' (usually deflned

as emplrlcal knowle 2dge) and 'value! (the 1mp11cat10ns of moral aims).

The 1nfluence of positivism upon the dlsclpllne of sociology has
been well documented and stretches back to the seminal writings of the
phllosopher, Auguste Comte (1798-1857). 1In fact, Comte, occupies a‘
central posltlon in the history of p0o1t1v1st1c sociology. “While he*is
perhaps best known for .originating the term"sgc;ologv', Comte also
helped to introduce :and develop the notion of 'positive' as a form of
scientific understanding. -He‘argded that human knowledge and history
were p\SSlng through definite stages of development towards a more
precise and scientific'view of the world. Through this new science
(which he called sociology), it would becone poesible to formulate
general laws of society which could belutilised to shape human destiny.
Comte also accepted the premise that there was one logic of science
which could be applied to all diseiplines and forws .of knowledge.(%o)
Interestingly enough, he inverted the orthodox view which placed physics
at the top of the.scientific pyramid by arguing that sociology would
become the new 'queen' of the sciences. If they could discover the laws
of human society, sociologists, according to Cbmte, would become the
harbingers of the new order.

fmile Durkheim (one of the most influential figures g, the
developwent of sociology in the 20th Century) took up sowe aspects of -
Comte's positivism, although as numerous writers have noted,this
adoption was far from complete.(ll) Despite this, it is quite clear
from Durkheim's major works that he unwaveiiﬁgly sew‘hie tas%‘as one of

perfecting the sociological method in accerdanee_with 'the wethods of



5

e < 2 s .
-the p031t1ve_sclences'.(l ) In his The Rules of Sociologlcal.Method,(13z1895)

Durkheim's positivist leanings.are clearly revealed in his discussion of
the 'social fact'. :For example, he argued that social facts: (a) are
external to human agents and can be treated as 'objects' in‘their own
rlght (a position we refer to as 'objoct1v1sm'), (b) can only be
1dent1fled ~and cxpllcwted through melrlcal means, and (c) have a
constrxlnlng and sallent impact upon human agents independent of their
w1ll.(l4) |

This typification and admitted simplification of Durkheim's
objectivist position is not intended to deny his contribution to

sociology, or ignore the many insights contained in The Rules of Socio-

logical iMethod. The essential point has been to establish some
continuity between Comte's philosophy and Durkheim's methodological
preferen ces. In turn, Durkheim's work must be viewed as perhaps the
single_most important influence upon the emergence of a particular
_varient of positiQism in American sociology.

Before returnlng to the 1mpact ot Durkh >im's ob]@cthlsm upon
'structural functionalism’ 4 a dominant model of 53c1ologlca1 inquiry in
the U.S. from the 1930's to the 1960'5), it is equally crucial to come
to terws w1th the concept of 'naturalism'. For if p051t1v1sm has been
partlally described as a 'swear word by whlch no one is sw 2aring', then
.naturallsm must also q'allfv as a blasphemy. From our own readings, we
have bezn able to d1<t1ngu1sh various usages, both,in.literary/art
hlatoryAand in sociology and the philosophy of science. Naturalism, as
a critical term used in art and literatufe, refers to a style or i
technique 'rendering artistic or literary subjects so as to reproduce
natural appearénées or actual events in detail'.(ls) Howeyef, as
Rayﬁand Williams afgues, this contemporary meaning has been virtually
'peeled out' of a broad range of arguments and inferences surroﬁnding
the tefm. An example of two conflicting historical definitions are: (a)
the sclentlflc usage of 'natur\llst' as a 17th ccntury sc1entlst, and
(b) a more humanistic or llter\ry version of naturallsm as a concern
with descrlblng accur3t>ly and in detall the es:entlal elcments of a
character s environment. ey ‘

It is 1nt)rest1ng to note how these hlstorlcal deflnltlons,’have
leqd to confllctlng and even op3031t1)na1 uses of natur llsm 1n soc1ology
and the phllusophv of science. Hencz, Aoat and Urrv 1n th“lr bowk

15001a1 Theory, as 3c1<ncn use naturalism in the sclentlflc sense to

refer to the '...underlylng clalm that there is only one lﬁglc of
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(17)

science'. If we recall the first characteristic of positivism listed

earlier, then the cowWent '...it has been difficult to conceive of a

18)

other hand, naturalism has also been utilized to specify a position (or

naturalist position which is not alsc positivist'( makes sense. On the
rather, a range of positions) in the social scicnces diredt Ly

opposed to positivism. Naturaliswm in this schema usually implies the
study of the éocial world in its 'natural' state, undisturbed by either
theory or artificial experimentation (both assumed to characterisze
positivism). - It is clear that,naturalism as it is used here is much more
closely connected to the humanistic definition offered by Williams. The
methods usually adopted to study this natural, social world arc
participant observation and ethnographic techniques.(lg)

In our view, the difficulty with this latter definition of
naturalism is that it collapses together a wide range and variety of
perspectives concerned with the role and meaning of human action (or
agency). Its very utiligation is at cross purposes with the major thrust
of this paper. Rather than collapse a series of important qualitative
traditions as they have developed in social theory, we want to differen—
tiate the specific characteristics of various attempts to come to terms
with the relationship between social structure and human agency. Our
rejection (or at least suspension) of the term has relevance for under-
standing more clearly and preeisely, the specific contribution of previous
sociologists dealing with the 'interpretive'! wode of social existence.

It is within the context of these remarks, not to mention the
relative dominance of positivism in social science, that the work of
another 'classical' sociologist must be judged. ‘A useful and frequently
employed benchmark for understanding the origins of interpretive sociology,
lies within the wrltlngs of Max Weber. ‘leber's work is central to this
problematic because of his ambiguous position on 'objectivity' in the
social sciences and the separation of 'fact' ‘from 'value' on the one hand
and, his stress on th importance of meaning in social life on the other.
This ambiguity is lucidly reflected in'Webér's- definition of sociology

as a:

~ e..science which attémpts the interpretive
undérstanding of sdciql action in order to
\rriﬁe at é causwl explanatlon of its course
-and effects... Action is social in so far as,

by virtue of the subjective meaning attached to
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it by the acting individual (or individuals), it
takes account of the behaviour of others, and 'is = -

thereby oriented in its course. (20)

It is aoowrent from this passage and from ‘Jeber's other methodological
wrltlngs,(q )that while he wished to hold onto sociology as an ob)ectlv“
science (an 1soect of positivism), he was also intimately concerned
with 'interpretive understanding' and 'subjective meanings'.

Crucial to wWeber's sociology is the notion that the meaning of
individual action - what he called 'motivational understanding' or
explanation ~ is essential for an adequate theory of society. He
suggested that, with a proper _grasp of subjective meanings and intentions,
sociologists can link 'social action' to 'cawsal exnlanation'. Despite his
contribution to sociology in general and ethnography in particular (his
emphasis on 'empathatic understanding' prefigures understanding a culture
fron '1n51d°') there are a number of problems with veber's methodology.

For examglg, let us look more closely at ‘Jeber®s' concept of moti-
vational understanding. On the one hand, there is A strong tendéncy in
this approach to peduce - . .social motivations to the whims of |
individual actors. This position has been referred to as 'methodological
individualism'(zg) whereby all actions, motivations, intentions and even
social structﬁres themselves, becowe embedded in what Steven Lukes calls

the 'absfract individual'.(ZB)

On the ‘other hand, numerous critics have
found fault with Weber's simplistic distinction betwesn 'direct under—
standing' (behaviour which is directly observable) and motivational
understanding (the inner meaning of the act). The major criticiswm
levelled against Weber here, is that meaning cannot and must not be
inferréd-simply by observing a direct action. ihilst Weber's contribution
to the debate about meaning and social structure lays out the major
problems, he does not effectively solve them. -

Alfredechutz, a German-born scholar who came to fAmerica in the
late 1930's, was oné of the many th;nkers who took up the ‘challenge of
wWeber's concefn,with intersubjectivity. 5Schutz is an imnortant figure
in the develoﬁment of an interpretive sociology for a number of other
additional reasons. In the first instance, he was perhaps the first
philosopher who attempted‘fo'aQDIVIVarious phenomﬂnologlcxl'(94?
principles to the mothodology of the. soc1al sciences.. :econdly, Schutz
was tremendously 1nf1u9ntlal ini helﬁlng to lay the foundatlons fg;)a

'social construction of realltyv school of SOClOlOQlCﬂl theory.

Despite his importance in these other realms, we want to 1limit our
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comments. to 3chutz's engagemeﬁt With eber's pdsition and his contri-
bution towards the study of 'everydgvllifef.

- Like Jeber, Schutz held firmly»to the idea that the social sciences
were not necessarily différent frbm.the natural sciences.(gé)‘*HOWGVer,
as Richard Bernstein points out, Schutz did fé@l as if Jeber's conception
of subjective. meaning was both misunderstond and problematic.  Schutz's
contribution was to go even further than Jeber's concern with interpre-
tation, by suggesting that human beings are constantly interpreting (and
reinterpreting) the actions of'thomselveé'Hnd"éthers. It w&s the
principles underlying the constrhction Snd feconstruction of the social
world which most intercsted Schutz. For hiﬁ, a number of pivotal
concerns flowed from this nreoccupation: (a) the intersubjective
meanings of human action in cveryday life were éentral for -n under-
standing of the social world (b) the sociologist constructed her/his
theories and interpretations in a similar fashion and in the same context
as other human beings, and (c) the sociologist must attemnt to render
her/his 'second-order! interpretation of lay aétors first order
constructg, into a language that is understandable in the realm of
everyday commal—sense.(27)’

We have placed some importance on 5chutz's work, for we think that
he at least raises a range of important problems facing the interpretive
method. In addition, his concern with meaning construction, the study
of everyday life and his probing of the general problem surrounding the
relationship between 'theory'! and 'Common—sense', reflects both the
strengths and weakness ofbéontemporary ethnography. Although less well
known, S3chutz also struggled to insert a historicalrdimension_into his
theory - in addition to developing an idea whercby ;stocks of knowledge'
are limited through their unecual social'distiibution.(28) Schutz's
influence ‘upon later developwents in American soéiologvy narticularly
ethnomethodology, is sufficiently strong : :w:. to avaluate these two
positions together (while remaining aware of'ﬁheir_major differences) .

A2 have tried thus far, to give some real substance to the term
positivism within the philosoohy of science and through thg_sPCiQ;ogical
writings of Cowte and Durkheim. We havé also sought.fo‘diffgrentiate
between two major apDioaches concerned with theoriging human subjecs,
tivity and the meaning of everyday 1life (despite their having positiv-
istic elements). It is impossible to trace precisely the historical
trajectory of positivisn and varicntg of interpretive sociology through

to developments in contemporary ethnography. However, some aspects of



these positions can be recognized. in the dominant and subordinate models
of Amzrican sociology in the Z0th century. It is widely acknowledged for
instance, that positivistic sociology (in its various guises) dominated
North ‘mprlcwn social science for a period of about thlrty Vears

ogtween the 1930'5 and 1960's. Thls of course dous not mean that other
’owrwdlgms did not either continue or emerge during this ncrlod Paul
Willis® wrgues that the '"Chicago School'! of the 1920's and 30's -actually
Orlglnﬁtgd ﬂ'tradltlon of IJS&“ICh based on a qualitative methodology.(zg)

‘We Fa Jhytg s street Corner goc1ety,(3o)written in the 1940's and Howard

Beck;r s ethnographic work on male subcultures in the 1950's and 60's
contlnued and advanced thls trwdltlun.( ) The leading theoretical
h@Sltlun in Amerlcwn chlology spannlng these years however, was o
particular brano )f p~51t1v1sm c~lled structwral functi-nalism.

- It hws been argued that this form of positivism took much of its

hwpg from the work of Durkhe 1m.(32) Although many of Durkheim's
Ntheoretlcal formulations were introduced into the U.5. by other writers, (33)
Dﬁrhaps the m)ct 1mp)rtwnt figure in the rastructurlng of a new
0>slt1v1sm was the American swc1~10q1st Taleott Parsons. Parsons' work
is d\ubly 1m3urtqnt here. For not only did he ;ntroduce many North
American sociologists to the work of the 'classical tradition'
(particularly Jeber and Durkheim, among cthers), he also struggled to
create - out ﬁf this engagement - an adequate thesry of human actiﬁn.(34)
The bulk -f Parsons' work need not concern us here. However, in our view,
two mﬂjor points should be wade absut his. the:ry. On the one hand, his
paradigm of otructural functlfnallsm became the dominant madel of
American 5901olcgy(35) — despite the fact that many sociologists have
subsequently argued that there was no 'action frame of reference' in
.ParSWné' action theury.(36) Secundl&, functisnalism's striking inability
to come to terms with meaning, conflict and human experience, actually
provided an 1mhetUS for the renaissance and rﬁstatonﬂnt of a range -of
older 1ntcr0ret1v1st trwdltluns.(37) o _

In 1dd1tlon tv.a resilient trxdltl:n of smc1a1 1nterﬂct1)n theory
dnd the re surgencw af 3chu£7' Ohengmenulugv in the wor( of Detor Berger
1nd Thomas Luckmann, therc emerged uthar strands of 1nterpret1ve
ShClul”gV in the 1960'5. The wrltlngs of Haruld Garflnkal in ﬁnrtlcular
and a loossly deflnod persnoctlvo knﬂwn_as gthnomethndul)gy, hwvui_

‘c ntlnued to thﬁ an 1mpnrtant bewrlng -on mqlnstream r,thnqgr'a)hv.

Jarflnkel's 1mport1nce li<s not only w1th the Stle of hls key text

.:otudlgs in Ethnom>thopology,( )but is 1lso due to his curious dual
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acknowledgement ‘of Parsons' 'problem of 5001wl order' and Schutz's pre-
-occugqtlon w1th common=sense knowledge and the cveryday W)rld.(3))
uthnom ethodology as a term begs = deflnltiwn. It has rarelv been
the case that its practitioners ever attempted or wanted to provide a
rigorous exglﬂnxtl(n of the term. Rather, =thnomethodologists have
often suggested that their method should be judged purely by its
results in exomolﬁry plieces of research. As ROy Turmmer argues, the
'1aBelling' of ethnomethodology as a theory has occurred 1argely in
mainstream.sbciology rather than within the actual practice itself;(4o)
In spite of thlS, there are.remnants of 2 definition - however vague -
in Turner's own work. He writes
Ethnomethodologists, then, take as their aim (in
their various ways) the description and analysis
< Qf the member's resources for finding what they
find and doing what others will find themAto have

done.(4l)

Now if this attempt to define ethnome >thodology is largely a
failure, the fact that Garfinkel (who coined the term) has descrlbe
its usage to be a 'shibboleth'(42)is little consolaticn. The term
originated, according to Garfinkei, out of sowe rescarch he was
conducting on jurors. In the course of that rescarch and after flipping
through an index file in the library beginning with 'ethno', Garfinkel
decided to tewporarily label the study of juror's common seﬁse method of
knowing and 'accounting' for fh;t.knowledge as ethnomethodology.(43)
The closest Garfinkel gets to providing a definition apnears to be:
'+..an organizational sthdy'of a member's knowledge of his ordinary
affairs, of his own organized enterprises, where that kndwlédge is
treated by us as part of theﬁsame setting that also makes it
Orderable.'(44>

Giddens = has cegently“summea up five major themes in ethno-
methodology which he suggesfs are neéeQSary (but not adequate) for a
thenry of human action or agencégs)rhév are:  (a) the pivotal role of
human action and meaning for social theory (b) the. theme of 'reflexivity'
(that action is bound up with self refle :ction) (c¢) ‘the importance of
language as a 'medium of nrwctlcal qct1v1ty (and not just a set of
signs) (d) the theme of 'lacatlng and contextualiging action in time
and (e) the notion of taclt, 'taken f)r granted!' assumptions. “Je thlnk
it will become cloarer lafer on in this paper, to see how some of these

themes have been picked up in structural ethnography and rigorously
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reworked in- the context of power, social relations and material conditions.

Notwithstanding some of the major differences between Schutz's work
and Garfinkel's ethnomethodology,(46)there is sufficiently common ground
for joint criticism. We want to launch two inter-related criticisms
without wishing to trivialise either position.' First, there is a strong
sense in which ethnomethodology and pPhenomenology privilege (above 11
else), the subjectivist state, without adequately connecting it up to any
notion of determinism. By determinism we do not wish to adopt Durkheim's
'objectivist! conception of social facts - which exist outside of and
constrain human beings totally against their will. such a position .
often acts to deflect the specific locus of power in a society. Rather,
we want to use the term to imply the exertion of 'pressures' and the
capacity of some social groupings and classes to utilice their resources
to lead a society and define the contours of the dowinant culture.(47)

In a very fundamental way, ethnomethpdology and phenomenology ask us to
suspend any notion of the distribution of power and the dif ferential
access certain classes, genders, races and age groups have for defining
social and cultur-l practices and making their accounts of the world
Yeount'. (48)

Secondly, there isla very'real tendency in phenomenological
approaches towards sanctifying thz evéryday or 'matural' social world.
‘That we mﬁdn by this, is tho sub)gct or member’ 5(49)c0nstruction of
social realltv and the way 1n which that re 911ty is accounted for, is
given absolute primacy and imbued with a natural form of 'authenticity'.
In this‘scheme, the second order interpretation afrived at by the
researcher must reflect back (like a mirror), as'iﬁtimjtely as possible,
the first order interpretntion of the member. Ta<en to lts logical
conclusion, this b“llef ultlmwtbly places the r>SL3rcher (1f she/hb is
to exist at all) into a position aptly described as the 'disinterestad
observer'. Analysis, rather than being critical, often degenérites
into mere description. In simpler termws, it is gnough to know how
others come fo know what they know. John Rex, “a contémporarv
sociologist, has in a short passage, oushed this phenomenologlcal
position to the edé' of 1ts own cliff - where it must elther retr?at
or jump off(5 %ex recallg atconver5ﬂtlon he had w1th 2 promlnent ohen—
omenological sw01ologls$/xﬁcthﬁr or not researchers should be able to
deal with topics such as a slave plantatlon. The phenomenolglst said

no, he was only interested in how the people use and understand the
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concept of slavery. . To paraphrase-Rex, purely something is missing
here 9(51) -

- If phenomenology and ethnomethodology have left us tottering on the
brink of a lonely cliff, then it should be said that ethnography in
Britain has had alternative resources: to build. upon. . Parsons' function-
alism was no doubt a strong force in. British sociology, albeit a lesser
influence. .Hebdige traces the study of subcultures in Britain to a
tradition of 'urban ethnography' - reflected in the work of Henry
liayhew, Thomas Archer and the novels of Charles Dickens;(sz) Of more
lasting significance however was the work of U.S5. sociologist Howard
Becker, particularly in the sociology of deviance. Hillis(53)has
alluded to Becker's influence on the work of David Downes,(54)3tan
Gohen(55) and a range of radical sociologists working through the foruwm
of the National Deviancy Conference (Noc).(56) Yet, there were other
historical 'conjunctures' occurring in political and academic circles
which both accelerated and'provided a basis for a more versatile type of
ethnography. The rise of the new 'New Left' in Britain provided a
cradible springboard for the study of contemporary popular culture and
everyday life. The development of cultural studies and its
reappropriation of anthropological and sociological methods. and termin-
ology, led to the re-emergence of the term 'ethnogreohy' and a rigorous
. rethinking of the participant observation method. Last, but certainly
.not least, was the growing voice of feminist theory and practice both.
inside and outside the traditional .academic sphere. . It is to some of -

. these conjunctures and their impact ‘on ethnographic research practice

" that we now turn.

Sstructural Ethnography in Cultural Studies .

we want to 5°gln hure by highlighting sowe of the key texts qnd

moment\'resvon51ble for the 'transition' of othnogranhy 1n7Eu1tura1

(57)

cultural studlgs, which has already becn adequately” provﬂaed eldewhere,

studies. Rather than attempt o) Dronde any sort of overview of

(58)
thls sectlon will concontrwtu solely on deVulopments as they ‘relate to
ethnogranhlc research. >econdly, we want to 1bstr.ct but some of the
gener al principles and featurcs of a position referred to as

~ 'structural ethnography'.

One of the most significant moments in the development of cultural
studies was the constfuction of the 'New Left' in Britain in the wmid

1950's and early 1960's. ‘'lthin the academic realm, there were a number
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of sewminal texts whlch proved to bu centrql in the demacrathatlon of the
dowinant ungllsh cultural tradltlon. otuart Hall has cited the work of"
Raymond Jilliams, Richard Hoggart and Tere Thompson as representative nf
important 'brezks' in acadewic orthodoxy - due in part to their 'fore-
grounding of the questions of culturs, consciousness ‘na oxpcr1=ncg...'(59)
To varying degreeé, all three of these Writers have contributed to ethno-
graphic research in cultural studies by continually ewmphasi~ing the
importance of hdman agency and thé sthdv of everyday life. For inst?ﬁce,
Raymond 4illiams' life work must be viewed as a monumental attempt to A
detach cultire fromw its aristocratic roots and render it as a 'whole an-V
of life', or wmore recently as a imateriél social Drocess'.(éo) 2P

Thompson's classic book, The /{aking of the nglish “Jorking Class,

legitimated the historical study of nopular cultural forms and his
subsequent writing has always amwphasiged the 1rredu01b111ty of human
agencv.(él) Finally, 2Uchard Hoggart nrovided a working model for cthno-
graphic research in cultural studies, with his rich and highly tgxturod
account of post-war working class culture (62) Unfortunately many of
Hoggart's romantic obsnrvxtlons rﬁmwlned hlghly untheorised, nartlcularlv
from a fewinist persnective.

However, Hoggart's influence on the tr\nsformatlon of ethnographic
research practice is quite a significant contrlbutlon for two reasons.

First, desplte its mass culturwl pe531m15m. The Uses of Literacy stands

squarely in a tradition ‘whereby shared, collective meanings and the '1ived

cxperience' of class is constructed out of a relationship with : domlnwnt

culture. Rathcr'thin éoncerning himself with '1ived cultures' and human
experience for their own sake (thc latter being a tendency of ethno-
mathodology), Hoggart was more interested in how a subordinate group both
maintains itself and bzcomes eroded through its social 1nterqct1)n with
mass cultural publications. whether we agree with Hogg\rt's ‘analysis
here is irrelevant. 3Secondly, Hoggart was officially responsible for
providing 2 forum-fdrfthe develonment og cultural studies with the
opening of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural 5tudies (henceforth
the Centre or CCCS)y ' at the University of Birmingham in 1964. Despite
the fact that the Centre's early collective work was primarily focussed
on media studies,(63)therc has always been a strong interest in lived
experience and cultural forms (particularly with respect to working
class life and its variations in subcultural styles).

Yet, while much of this emphasis may have come from Hoggart's model

in The Uses of Literacy, there were a number of other significant
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2ncounters which worked to. transform the very content of the categor&
'cultural{expérienée'. Stuart Hall, in his discussion of 'Cultural
Studies and the Centre', locates the maturation of this pérspective in
the context of an apdropriafion within sociology - in the study of sub-
cultures, deviance and an engagement with interpretive sociology (some
of these strands have been outlined in the first section of this paper).
Of slightly more significanéé fo:Athé Centre was the work of G.H. “ead
and the Chicago 3chool, revived in'the writings of Howard Becker. This
was no simple appropriation. As Hall argues, these 'lived:accounts' had
to be situated in a broader framework of determination, socialjréldtions
and material conditions. Hencé, the Centre's engagement not only with

a 'comnlex' parxism, but also with some of the practical and theoretical
issues raised by feminism. It should be noted here that the relation-
ship betwezn i{arxism and Feminisw at CCC3 was by no means unprobleﬁatic.
Rather, it must be seen as an ongoing struggle, complicated more

s.(64) All of these

recently Dy a concern over theorising race issue
debates must also be situated in the context of a plethora of competing .
theoretical perspectives developed at the Centre, ethnography being only
one strand.

Notwithstanding a wide variety and large number of participant
observation studies in sociology in the 1970'5,(65)some of the most prolific
ethnographic material has been produced within and around the Centre.
iach of this work is internationally recognized and widzly cited. 'hile
a complete list is wunavailable, we are roferring primarily to the ethno-—-

graphy found in various CCC3 publications - Resistance Through Rituals,

Women Take Issuz, Working Class Culfur@, Culture, ‘edia, Language - as

wzll as some .of the work in sngela 'IcRobbie and Trish -icCabe (eds)

Fewinism for Girls, Dorothy Hobson (Crossroads), Christine Griffin, Roger

Grimshaw, Dick Hebdige (3ubculture) and Paul villis (Learning to Labour

and Profane Culture). Additional material by various Centre mewbers is

also hidden away in theses, research projects, working documents . and
stencilled occasional papers. Rather than attempt t§ provide any kind
of overview of this diverse body of wofk,-wg want to abstract out a
number of general principles which characterige and differentiate what
has becn termed a 'structural éthnographyf. : A

In » manner sinilér to early propoﬁentszofian inte;pretive sociology,
advocates of a structural ethnography recognize thé central importance of
human action and meaning in the construction of the social word. In a

word, there is a strong emphasis on the 'irreducible' nature of cultural
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experience. ‘The 'best' ethnography attempts to capture this. The point

has been put most emphatically by §illis:

At its best ethnograshy does something which theory
and commentary cannot it presents human experience
without making it a passive refisx of social
structure and social oonditiuns. It reproduces the

"nrofane creativity of living cultures. It breaks

“the spell of theoretical symmetry: dryly’ proposed
contradictions and problems become uncertainty,
activity,’ effort, failure and success. FREthno-
graphy shows subjectivity as an active moment in
its own form of prodﬁction - not as a whispered
bourgeois apology for a belief in individual

sensibility.(66)

This insistance upon the concreteness of human experience: need not ~
as this passage so clearly indicates = imply that a concern with human
subjectivity is simply 'a whispered bourgeois apology for a belief in

human sensibility'. Nor does it necessarily follow that the analysis

must merely remain on the terrain of the 'subjegtive'. On the contrary,

a structural ethnogravher is concerned with human action and meaning not
for it§ own sake, but precisélv because it is the active, creative,.
'lived outY practice of social relations, material conditions and the
exercise of power. There is a deéidely more darxist and dialecticél
concern with cultural experience - hot as a free floating entity nor
machanically determined by external forces - but as an active site for
social rep;édﬁction and tréﬁéformgtibn.“"SUCh"a'poéition can be counter-
posed to previous interp;etivé approaches byJ%urther outlining some of

its basic theoretical strands.'

:f{‘has beeﬁ nggested earlier than aspécté?of Weber's interpretive
approach, contains within it the seeds of a position called methodological
individualism (whereby all meaning,action and social structure itself
is collapsed into and can only be discovercd through the 'individuaif).(67)
It has also bezn argued that there is a.strong tgndency in both phenom-
enology and ethnomethodology; towﬁrds a denial of di fferential levels

of power - or,in the most extreme cases;a denial éf the material world
itself. Structural ethnographers, rather than regurgitating these
assertions in another guise or merely side-step:sing the problam, have

subjzcted both positions to a materialist critique. Dorethy Hobson,
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in her early work on housewives makes this point when she suggests that
'women's subjective experience roveals a "sense of opprassion', and this
oppression I would see as having a waterial base'.(és) Similarly, 'Willis
has argued that he secs '...cultural expericnce essentially. as-a shared,
material experience'.(69)> In other words the construction of meaning: and
action by very definition, is a socially derived and material act.
Cultural experience far from originating in the abstract individual, is
by its very 'méaningfulness', a collectively shared and lived out social
relationv(be it gender, race, class or some form of age dependency). In
this schewe, ethnographers want to hold on to the irreducible naturs of
cultures as the& arc creatively and reflexibly - constructed, without
losing sight of cither the broader conditions 5f that 'skilled! production
or the social implic&tions ancd outcomes of human agency (normally
referred to as social reproduction/transformation) .

: The notion of 'social relations' is a key one here and is derived
in part from the writings of various Marxists, including tlarx himself.
The grounding of social relations-<imy the material conditions of production
(in its widest sense) forms the underlying basis of this approach.: idarx's
general formulation is revealed in his assertion that '...definite
individuals who are productively active in a definite way cnter into
these definite social and political relations’.(7o) Ssubsequent Jarxists
have interpreted idarx's concept in such a way ‘as to emphasize the
'determinacy' of the subjective side of social relations.(7l) Structural
ethnographers have utiliced and expanded upon thesc notions in two
fundamental ways. Firsfg whiles they have remained cognizant of the
maférial basis of cultural forms, these ethnographers have sought to
combine (and reformulate) the broad ‘'structuralist' insight — whereby
the subjective side of social relations has a 'hardness' or determinacy -
with a general theofy of 'reflexivity'!. Secondly, there has been an
expansion of the term social relatiorgby divorcing it from a narrow (and
largely patriarchal) conception of production. Angela licRobbie's
article on 'Working clazss girls and the chlturg of femininity' clearly
illustratesjthis latter point. ‘‘ticRobbie states that while her main
concern isvwith the bﬁltural"experience of young girls, this: configu-
ration is linked to and partially determined by !...their social class,
tﬂeir future role in production, their present and future role in
domestic production and their economic dependence on their parents'.(72)
It”fs,'hoﬁever, a concern with the reflexive character of human

action which rescues thé'analysis'from being determined in the 'last
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instance'. Reflexivity is a key term here and refers to a member's
skilled capacity for continual interpretation and rainterpretation of
their own and other's actions. Rather than vicwing this process in an
unproblematic or mechanical way (like 'black box' thoories of person-
alities), interpretation is seen to share precisely all the comnlexity,
contradiction, and 'layering' inherent in the formulation of A social
relation. That is, within the context of determination (defined as
pressures of an enabling or constraining nature) via social relations
and material circumstances, there are still a wide rahge of cultural
possibilities, tastes, reactions and responses. This is what we think
ethnographers mean when they talk about the irreducibility of cultural
experience.(73) »Social rz=lations and structures are tﬁken in,
renderad meaningful and provide the basis for action (as the medium of
human activity), at the same time as they are re?rodUCed’through thast:

4 6
o) Structural ethnograhy

action as outcomss (social reproduction).(
then not only attempts tc understand cultural experience in its face-to-
face production and iocétion in time, it also wants to situate that inter-
action in the sqcial reproduction of relétions and society as a whole.

For examnle, Christiﬁé'ériffin's work on cultures of fewininity is not
only concerned with romance as a %ey featurz of young girls' exporience,
but how that links up to the broader processes of domesticity and low

paid work in a segmented, cadsitalist labour market.(75)

There are othgr.theoretical-perspectives and strategies by which
structural ethnographers have tried to link up lived experizsnce with
social structures and:éocial reclations. For instance, much of the . A
ethnographic work undertaken at CCC3 has, in varying degress, utidiged
aspects of semiolcgy to read cultures 'textually'. In Richard Johnson's
terms this has ihvolved making connectim s between 'lived cultural
ensembles; and public forms' - specifically revolving around the
'appropriation of élements of mass culture and their transformation
according to the needs and ceultural iogics of social groups'.(76) Dick
Hebdige's book, Subcﬁlture(77)is perhaps the most representative example
of this approach; in addition to heingrthe most semiological treatmgnt of
cultural fbrms.coﬁing out of the Centre. Hebdige provides a vast :
number of important ékémples illustrating thz subcultural aporopriation
of commercial clé&hing, black wusic and leisurce styles. Similarly,
Angela Mc&ohbie;s exploration of young girls and the constrUCzig? of '

femininity through their interaction with the magazine Jackie and

ST ) S
Willis' treatment of the symbolic use of drugs Yy hpoleS,( )prov1de
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two other examples of how a particular social group interacts with a
'public' cultural product. Such an approach has “een fruitful on two
accounts. First, this perspective'has proed at a negledted aspect of
cultural studies - the intersection of public and private cultural
forms. . Secondly, much of this work has “ecn a definite advancement
upon past 'mass cultural theories' (which often prioritize~cu1tural
ohjects themselves as the source of oypression and domination rather
than the social relations:bechind those objects = i.e. T.V = domination),
without erring in the equally opposite direction of cultural 'idealism!
and the promotion of individuzlist theories of subjectivity. Again it
should be stated that the distinction DHetween public and private is made
in terms of the level of abstraction and not as a real separation. |
The adoption of a dialectical position on social relations.ami
cultural experience, also has implications for the role of theory. As
Grimshaw, et.al. state: '...formulations conducted within theory still
run the risk of inclining towards a purely formalist account of
cultural forms'.(SO)' rlowever, in contrast to the atheoretic$1 content
of wainstream participant observation studics, structural éthnographers
have at times indulged in a reasonably high level of theoriging -
particularly of a cultural Harxist(SI)or feminist Variety.(az) The
utli.a}ion of theory and abstraction to highlight the main clements in
a lived cultural ensemble and the nrovision of a basic theoretical
framework of the object under study (i.e. a sketch of education under
capitalism) also differentiates this approach from mainstream ethno-
graphy. Theory is not shunned, as ethnomethodologists might haVebit,‘
because it influences thz authenticity of the situétiqn, for therg is

no 'untheoretical' way to view social phenomenon. Yet at the same time,

theory (in this perspective) does not by itself magically demonstrate

the working through of social possi®ilitics so vitai to_an ethnographic
account. Indeced, it is the caoﬁcity to be 'surprised', the acf of coming
to terms with the complex and contradictory process of human “eings
acting through: the world, that can move one's 'a priori' theorising

(@3) This position should not bYe

along to new and different questions.
confused with a 'passive'! zopiricism. It is the 'double reflexivity!
of both the researcher and the human Meings under study which ultimately
informs this 'praxis'.. This is a %ey point which we will return to at
the end of the paper.

Perhaps the most important intervention into structﬁral ethno-

graphy, which in our visw cl2arly separates it from previous strands of
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interpretivism, has been feminism. Fewinist research at the Contre has
utiliged, critiqued and indeed shaped aspects of the ethnograshic method
and its underlying fheo;;tical justification. Such an engagement, however
limited it may seem t@ fhefgminiyt 'oroject' as a whole, is in our view
highly sighificﬁnt in the context of a long history of patriarchal
dowination in both th ---- AaQClWl sciences and everyday llfu.(84) Initially
conceived of 15 th wako of male youth subculture literature as a
'striking absence',(BS)feminist_analyses of romamce and girl cultures(86)-‘
not to mention studics of the houschold with reference to leisure (or

lack of it)/domestic labgur(87)aﬁd the cultural medium of television(BS)-
have come to influence the very scope and focus of cultural analysis.
Again, this is not to gloss over the very real struggles feminists have
had to conduct in this field of study.

The contribution of fewinist ethnograshy has heen “oth highly
variable =and generally significwnt for the entire fiecld of cultural
studies. As we hwv3 already mentioned, feminists have begun to point out
the absence of not only young, white, working class girls from the sub-
culture literature, but have also emphasized thé racial dimension.

Rather than viewing this Dreoccﬁpatibn with white malz youths as just a
proolem of represéntation (i.e. all we need are more studies of young
girls to even thO Leountt), @mlnlsts have opted to seriously theorige -
about thOSP 'silences!. 1E2) In a central way they have also been
involved in bridging th@ theoretical gap between 'experience! (for them,
their own ieellngs as women as well as the women they study) and the
broader structurlng of gender relations within pgtrla:chy/caoitalism@
This is‘whv, as Johnson has put it, }...feminist work in the Centre has
been as much preoccupied with theorlmlng the position of women as with

"talking to girls'™! (90)

Feminism in general has also been a dr1v1ng
force bxehind the fendency' to_brénk down the facade behind theorl,g ing

(in traditional academic modes) and publishing (who hxa access to what
b0uks?f and have instéad,‘choscn to question the traditional 'scientific!'
relationship between the reseszrcher and the researchod.(gl) Dorothy .
Hobson's work-on housewives for instance, breaks the dominant code of
silence on ﬁethodology, when she oacnly Cunfcssos her fears about the -
method she is using énd her developing frlendshlps with her Jsuhjects'.(gz)
While much more remains to be said about these alternative directions
and tendencies - esbecially with reéfect to new forms of cultural

politics and crlthu*s of the Qc1>nt1f1c ‘method 1n social theory - the .

major point h>ru is to acknowl oge the very real oontrlbutlon femlnlsm
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has made towards transforming ethnographic research practices.
We have now come to an aporopriate point in the text to be able to
give some real substance to the term, structural ethnogra>hy._ Ne take

it to mean a specific research practlce which:

(a) recognizes the central importance and irreducihility of
reflexive cultural experience in the social reproduction and

trqnsformati »n of societies.

(D) attempts to situate that experience in the context of the
; ; - ; 3 it P ARE s O
active,‘11ved—out:struc-turation(9 )of social relations and

material: conditions.

(c) utiliges abstraction, formal description, ethnographic
techniques and varients of social and cultural theory
(feminism, viarxism, semiology) to hlghlight and 'read' the

major elements of a lived cultural ensemble.

(d) recognizes that it is the social relationship between the
researcher and researched which forws the basis for both the
transfcrmation and fusion of theory and action (in the widest, '

political sense of the term).

It is an examination of this particular social relationship - that is,
the political dimensions of structural ethnography - which forms the bHulk

of the next section.

Making the 'Best' Zthnography Better

The first part of this paper, has attempted to provide some insight
into the key concepts and historical configurations surrounding a socio-
logical concern with meaning and human action. 1In part two, wz have
sought to abstract out the major elemwents differentiating a structural
nthnograohy from past interpretive schools of thought. While both of
these aims are worthy in theii own right, they do demand a third question.
That is, if this is the 'hwest' ethnograshy, then is it good enough?

This depends of course on what is meant.by 'good enough', If we mean - is

ethnography adequate as the scle method of social and cultural analysis -

we would have tc say no. Yet, at the same time, we feel compelled not

to fall intc the orthodox position wheraby structural ethnograﬁhy

becomes only one type of sweet in the sociological (or cultural studips)
candy store of methods. The problem of theory/method and puwcr/knowledge

is much deeper than this And, we feel that the type of ethnogra)hy
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developed at the Centre has the capacity to begin to question the
existing relations between researchers and researched.

Despite'this crucial point (which we shall return to), the very
origins and subsequent development of cultural studies in Britain has
militated against the adoption of any one theoretical perspective or
methodological approach. To raisz structural ethnography to the level
of 'grand theory' would be to ignore a wide variety of developments
and perspectives.  4s Johnson clearly points out, not only has cultural
studies emerged out of a number of disparéte traditions, it has also
developed different methods snd theoretical formulations for dealing

with particular aspects and forws of culture. It is no coincidence

then that media studies and the analyses of institutional forms have
oeen overwhelmed Dy a more 'structuralist! format, while the study of
lived culturss have 3doptéd, almost exclusively, an ethnographic blue-
print. Despite the impact of these divisions, Jéhnson gozs on to arque
that any fully édeqdéte’knawledgc of a cultural 9r5dqct must be ohHtainad
vy tracing '...a social form right through'the circuifs of its trans-
formations...within the whole context of relations of hegemony within

9 A ; : .
(94) Within this scheme, the study of lived cultures is' a

the socizty'.
starting, point but does not necessarily imply the full tracing throusgh
of a social form. :

There is much to this argument and we think any serious analyst of
culture would agrce that ooming to terms with a cultural product in all
of its facets is of primary impbrtance. Ao wéﬁld also argue that sowe
of the best examples of structural ethnography have struggled (although
not always succezded) to trace the social forms of a living culture
through their 'textwal', 'interpretive!' (or“'ieadihgi)Lhnd "productivist!

moments. #illis' Learning to Labour, despite its self-ianosted limit—

ations, is not only sensitive to the symboiié nature of male, working
class school culture, Dut also ‘situates that'éxperience in the context
of the preparation of male 1abour power under capitéliéﬁ (its produc-
tivist moment). Dorothy Hohson, in her book Ezggsroﬁds,'also attemnnts
to providéxan analysis of a soap opera’ through its Qrodué%iVist, textual
and livad out'momehtS'by women 'readers! in working élnss hQuséhblds.

It should be stated hOW@Ver that any furthor advancewent of those

apnroaches: will depend not only upoh devzlopments within ethnography

itself, but must involve the transformation and intecrpenetration of

th2ory and method in cultural studies as 2 whole.
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e also want to advance the notion that structural ethnography can
only become better Dy dealing more rigorously with the issue of 'technicism!'.
This is not to say that technique should become a 'fetish' for ethnographers,
as it has for provonents of qualitative research methods. However, nnt
only is there ~ curious abscnce of discussion on ethnographic methodology
at the Centre, therc is also far less material written on the actual

mechanics and dynamics of the practice itself. If structural ethnography

is a different 'animal' from mainstrean participant obszrvation studies,
how would its methods and practices differ? To realize that the choice of
technique is tied up with one's theoretical premiscs, political
perspective and social relationship as a researcher is one thing, to
insist that any suggestion of 'how to do it! is . 'hegewonising' is'another.(gs)
It is interesting to note that while there is a wide rangs of fieldwork
manuals Jnd.m;thodologicsé discussions dealing with maingtream participant
obsg;yatiqn»t?cbnigues, there is, to our knowledge, virtually no

sustained Dody of work concgrned with the Défficular techniques and

issues raised by structural ethnograpﬁy. Hé&evfhése rescarchers been
reluctant to make public what they really kﬁéﬁt§rivately qbout the

nolitics of research? ;

The fewinist impact on cultural studies also has numerous imnlications
for the further transformation of ethnographic practice. In fact, its
influence could very w=ll form an entire pavder in its own right. Rather
than' try' and dezl with all of its .varied contributions and possibilities
we want to utilise the feminist intervention to explore. the specific
issue of research as a social relation and advance a general notion of
'cultural oolitics'. )

s0ome varients of -feminism, unlike much of the intellectual <now-
ledge production industry, have clearly devcloped aims about 'why'.and
'form whom' they are conducting their research. The main principle is
that: the 'Dersonal is the politigal' and * gyapl - » 1f you are a
researcher and they are the researched, you are all women firs?.(97)

One of thé problews for feminist researchers. comes, as iicRobbie puts it:’

«..when a politics, its theory and aspects of its
‘practice, (in our case fewinism) meet up with an
already existing agademic discipline, the

cbnvetgence of the two is Ly no means unproblematice. (98)

rlcRobbie goes on to 2rgue that although fewminists may have in some cases

transcended some of the problems of naturalistic sociology, they have
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at the same time constructed their own particular obstacles. For
1notancy, she warns that while fomlnlsts may He able u) (more easily)
break down the barrier oetwcvn th‘maclves nnd a f>mwle 'lived culturec!’
this ‘does not ﬂutomatlcwlly 1m>ly that all research can (or should) be
predicated on A notion of 'shared femininity'.

“We want to take this éerios of issues onc sfem further into what
could hHe called, the cultural wolitics of cthnogrﬂohlc research. . For
it is often the case that if the firs:objcction to ethnograrhy is its
'lack of dbjéctivityf' the second (and more serlnus) criticism concerns
the relationship 7°th€n thu researcher and the llVOd culture - under
study. There are two 1nterrelatuc elements embedded in this critique -
one, centring on the general power /knowledge relationshin and the other
related, in a more 'personal! manner, to who be ngfltS from such knowl adge.
Taken together, this is a substantial and welghty argument and we do not
wish to tr1v1:llga its cantr1>ut10n to thﬁ debate. However, wngould

want to qssert that nll forms of rﬁsgarch )ractlce and 11 theoretical

and methodologlcal principles and apnroaches to date, nlace the researcher

and the researched in & a particularly unequal relxtionship. “Jhat

structural ethnograchy does (specifically in its fewminist form) is to
make this living contradiction apparent rather than cloaking it in a
shroud of scientific or motaphysical ]ust1f1thlon. In contrast to
attempts in mainstream soclology to discredit thls approach or movements
within partlclpant>oqserVatlon to 'merfect' the method, we would argus
that the simple realinwtion of th= '0rohiam' could work to opnen un the
nossibility of a new social relationship of knowledge wrnéuctlon. The
most obvious weakness of the ethnographic method nezds to be (in Marx's
terms) 'stood on its head', in order to exwse its greatest sfrangth.
This 'in&ersion' might bDe thought through in two related waySe.
First, othnogranshic rﬁseérchers must ultimately come to terms with the
full implication and ﬂwkwargness of their position, without losing sight
of the role theory and ana1v51s can play inAsocial and cultural t;ans—
formation. This means baléncing cne's confidence in the importance of
formal analyses and abstraction, with a capacitv for a 'reflexive'
rethinking as a lived culture actually takes a hand-in the conditions -of
its own 'making'. Secondly. and a related pointy is the realisation
inherent in the best ethnography, of the reflexive character of the
members under’analysis. Taken together, this double reflexivity or:
what some social scientists have called thz 'double hermeneutic', e

forms an integral - component of knowladge production. What we mean by
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this, is that résearchers canho{ ignore or fail to take into account the
interpretations and concepté empioyed'by'lived cultures as they
continuously make sense of their life world. On the other hand, the
concepts, theories and 13nguage of cultural analyses itself can be, and
has bewen inoorporated bagl: ihto the cultural practices under - investigation.
The reali ation that 21l theory stands in a normative relation to the
- actors we g;g,sﬁuq?ing, does not necessarily inply that one's analysis
immediatelv'degénerateé'frgﬁ having a critical edge to political dogma.
On the contrary, it is the acceptance of this dialectical relationshin
anc the double reflexivity of knowledge Hroduction which forms the
conditions for their joint transformation.

The adoption of this position docs not easily solve all the
problems still facing 2 cultural politics. It does however, have
further implications for dealing with criticisms revolving around the
second element of the power/knowledge relatibﬁship - which can be
summed up asgwho bDencfits froﬁ the research® Tt is obvious for axample,
that published ethnograchic accounts do raise priv-te cultural forms
to the level of the public sphere - where such material can be
misrepresentad and eﬁen used against a particular culture to increase
their subordination. This criticism must not be taken lightly, - gowever,
we think it can and indeed sﬁould be deflected in a number of ways. On
the one hand, wz would afgue that in the modern world, the dominant
social groupings and nctworks already nossess and disseminate public
representations of private cultural forms. It is precisely for this
reason, that these dominant representations go unchallenged (at the
level of the public) and work to convince the whole society of the
natural™ inferiority of particdlaf suB—grdups. Seconrdly, such a
critique assumes that published ethnographies are always producted to
'exnosz' the inner workings of a culture, rather than investigate the
relationship Detween the résearcher and researched. Such a position
also does not appear to recognize that ethnograshic projects can be
'interventionist' in scope or indeed, be partly constructed by the
participants thewmszlves. :

This critique also suffers a number of other deficiences. The
assertion that the publication of the inner workings of a lived
culture will ultimately lead to their increased subordination, tends
towards a 'manipulative' thesis. Our reply mdst be that no absolute
manipulation of a cultural form is possible, fér the very reason we

stated at the outset. - the reflexive and active character of the lived
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culture in question. Cultural forms and experience are always multi-
faceted and contradictory. These critics of ethnograshy have often said
far less about how this type of work could help form the basis for
social transform-tion. Parhaps this is the . 'real'! site of the failure
of older political movements (i.e. the Lahour movement in Britain)

they have not adopted an adequate theory of cultural nolitics. - It has
been the contention of numerous cultural analysts ~and certainly of
new social movemznts {particularly feminism) thato wo .shotld bogin with human:

experience and cultural QOSSlUllltlcS. %hls is not to deny the value.
of institutionalijed forms of political action - they are crucial.
However, it is only when one begins to know for example, what youth,
women and the unemnloyed are exoseriencing culturally, that there is cven

a possibility of forming the basis for organising and linking together
effective social and political movenents. In a word, politics must become
more cultural and the cultural more political.

This then, is the present contradictory and frustrating state of

affairs in the study of lived cultures. . #e want to re-emphasirc that such

a position does not preclude theory and analysis. On the contrary, it
restores theory to its rightful place - applied to and developing out of.

the inherent possibilities within existing cultural forms. wWe sze

structural ethnography as an important political practice - not as the

faint echo of the 'party' line or a form of theorctical solf-ihdulgonce + but
developing through, not hanging above, the culture it seeks to comnrehend.
This is not to deny th=zt the fundamental social rclations of knowladge
production have remained largely unchanged, only that the possibility of
change exists in the dual reflexivity of cultural analyses and practice
and the brea<ing cown of heirarchies. Roland Barthes' {’in his well

known book lMythologies, has written:

For if we  penetrate the object we liberate it but
we déstrey 4t;and if we acknowledge its full
weight, we respoct ity bty we' restore it to a
state which is still mystified.* It would scem
that we are condemned for some time yet always: to

speak excessively about realitv.(lol)

We would argue that this is a false and dn —51ded dlchotomy, for it
concerns the pllght of the analyst only. In our viow, 1t is the dual
reflexivity of 11v~d culturhs, cultural analysbs and the relat10nsh1>

between thew, whlch can hnln to Hrovide thc basis for effective soc1\l
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transformation. It is within the intcerstices of this relationship that

we can perhaps stop talking 'excéssivély"about reality’ and struggle to

make it.
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