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PART 11 OBSERVATION

2 Ethnography
Relating the Part to the Whole

Isabelle Baszanger and Nicolas Dodier*

By the beginning of the twentieth century, the anthropological tradition,
primarily through the influential work of Bronislaw Malinowski, Edward
Evans-Pritchard and Margaret Mead, had conferred an abiding legitimacy
on field observations integrated into a 'cultural whole'. The subsequent
crisis in this model corresponds to two lines of questioning. First, ethno-
methodological studies undermined the conventional view by revealing the
interpretations and negotiations needed to decontextualize observation
situations at alI junctures of fieldwork. Whether that work is ethnographic
or statistical, it involves invisible operations that do not generaHy appear in
social studies texts. Secondly, analysis of field notes starting in the 1980s
forced a revision of the traditional views of the anthropologist in the field
and served as a basis for a very critical reassessment, even within the field
of ethnology itself, of the authority of the ethnographer. Since that time,
new conceptions of ethnography have emerged. They reassert the value of
fieldwork, but focus more on demonstrating the relationship between forms
of heterogeneous action rather than trying to identify a culture as a whole.
This chapter will sum up new developments in ethnography, particularly in
terms of the concept of fieldwork, the status it confers on ethnographic data
and the way it envisages the aggregation of cases.

An initial characterization of ethnographic research

Ethnographic studies are carried out to satisfy three simultaneous require-
ments associated with the study of human activities:

1 the need for an empirical approach;
2 the need to remain open to elements that cannot be codified at the time

of the study;
3 a concern for grounding the phenomena observed in the field.

Each requirement is briefly discussed below.

• Translated by Philippa Cruchley-Wallis.
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Ethnography 9

The need for an empirical approach

This first need is dictated by the fact that the phenomena studied cannot be
deduced but require empirical observation. This is undoubtedly what
Durkheim really meant by his well-known injunction to 'treat social facts
as things', meaning not so much that sociology should be conducted along
the same lines as the natural sciences, but as a way of distinguishing it from
philosophy and the introspection that takes place upstream of an empirical
approach. I In the current debate over the resources people mobilize to
understand the world and to make reference to it, this is the major
difference between the social sciences, on the one hand, and the philosophy
of language, phenomenology and hermeneutics, on the other.

The need to remain open

Beyond any methodical planning of observations, the fieldworker must
remain open in order to discover the elements making up the markers and
the tools that people mobilize in their interactions with others and, more
generally, with the world. By markers, we mean representations of the
world, or normative expectations, but also the linguistic and para-linguistic
resources that are displayed in contact with the environrnent (Bessy and
Chateauraynaud, 1995; Thévenot, 1994). The objective here is to distin-
guish between openness to new data (in situ studies) and its opposite, as
when individual activities are studied according to strict schedules and on
the basis of previously defined items and rules (a priori codified studies).
This second approach is intrinsically incapable of revealing the unexpected
elements that come to light as a study progresses. ln methodological terms,
a study can be described as in situ if it allows each subject to behave in an
endogenous manner, that is, one that is not influenced by the study
arrangements. There are many reasons for not 'aligning' the subjects of a
study in compliance with the study arrangements, just as there are many
theories calling for recourse to ethnographic studies: discovery of other
cultures that cannot be understood in the light of pre-existing knowledge
(anthropological tradition), the contingency of continually negotiated
human activities (interactionist tradition) and observation of how people
handle the contingencies of a given situation (ethnomethodology), and so
on.

This principIe of openness to what cannot a priori be pre-codified results
in the basic tension underlying in situ studies. The flexibility required by
this openness conflicts with the need to maintain at least a minimum of
method in the conduct of the study, that is, a certain guide for the
behaviour both of the fieldworker and the people observed, depending on
the plan of the study. This duality is an implicit part of the general
situation of the in situ fieldworker. The tension is primarily epistemological.
The principie of non-alignment of the people observed does not sit easily
with the principle of planning that has governed the experimental sciences
since the idea of scientific 'reproduction' or 'reproducibility' was elevated to
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10 Observation

the rank of a major, normative requirement of scientific research (Licoppe,
1996). Social scientists who wish, none the less, to continue openly to
observe the endogenous development of human activities approach this
problem in a number of different ways. Some seek to conform as closely as
possible to the requirements of experimental reproducibility. Even if they
allow open activity sequences to take place, they try as much as possible to
standardize the time intervals of these sequences and record this activity by
automatic means (tape recorder or veR used in conversation analysis).
Others oppose this requirement of alignment and even the whole idea of
observation corresponding to the current canons of science. They insist on
an approach that is opposed to any type of planning, leaving the study
completely open to the uncertainties of the tield. Still others recognize the
need for some sort of compromise between method and openness to
situations, and see ethnographic tensions as a more extreme but, ultimately,
a quite banal example of the sort of negotiation that is omnipresent in
science (e.g. scientists' negotiation between the need to follow standard
rules, which in any case always demand local interpretations and adjust-
ments, and the concrete course of any scientific endeavourj.f It is worth
noting that this duality underlying the ethnographer's work also has moral
implications beyond the epistemological dimension. To satisfy this principie
of openness, which is deliberately taken quite far, the ethnographer must
graft his/her study onto pre-existing systems of activity. As opposed to the
researcher, who channels subject matter into the laboratory, the ethno-
grapher leaves the laboratory and tries to make hislher data gathering
compatible with the study population's other commitments. By definition,
ethnographic study design is a hybrid approach in which the tieldworker is
present in two agencies, as data gatherer and as a person involved in
activities directed towards other objectives. '

,
Grounding observed phenomena in the field

A study becomes ethnographic when the tieldworker is careful to connect
the facts that s/he observes with the specific features of the backdrop against
which these facts occur, which are linked to historical and cultural con-
tingencies. Not ali in situ studies are field studies. Distinctions can be made
between different sorts of empirical study carried out in the social sciences.
Some attempt to universalize, that is, are formal in nature, while others,
resolutely grounded in a specific context, can be considered as ethnographic
_ or field - studies. Formal studies dissociate collected data from any
context in order to access a universal, human levei from the outset. This is
the approach characteristic of the philosophy of language, of Austin's
pragmatics, of phenomenological analyses or ordinary language analysis
based on analysis of conversations. It is also characteristic of the 'nomo-
thetical' approach that uses empirical observation to demonstrate
consistencies between facts and to forrnulate general laws, Nevertheless,
thc ethnographic study is not only ernpirical or only 'open'. It is, like
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Ethnography 11

history, embedded in a field that is limited in time and space (Ricoeur,
1983). Returning to a concept that Darbo-Peschanski (1987) applies to the
studies of Herodotus, it is a 'science of the particular' and describes itself as
such. This does not exclude a second step, in which a series of ethnographic
studies can serve as sources for defining universal, human phenomena, in
the true sense. This is, for example, the position of Lévi-Strauss: ethno-
graphic studies provide elements for ethnological texts that study societies
one after the other - on this basis and starting from a systematic com-
parison between societies, anthropological work attempts to arrive at a
theory of the structure of the human spirit. In in situ studies, this reference
to field experience nevertheless distinguishes ethnographic studies from
other observation methods that are not grounded in a specific field (con-
versation analysis, situated cognition and ethnomethodology). This raises a
question about fieldwork: what is the status of this 'specific' context in
which the study takes place? How is it described? How is this framework
delineated, since it is not a here-and-now situation, nor a situation in which
humankind as a whole is characterized through the fundamental properties
of every one of its activities? This question is the focal point of any analysis
of the process of generalization in ethnography, particularly through the
question of how a cultural whole is depicted. This is some times called the
process of 'totalization', an operation whereby the ethnographer integrates
the different observation sequences into a global referential framework.

Integrative ethnography

The ethnographic tradition has long considered that it is possible to
integrate sequences of ethnographic observations by relating them to a
cultural whole: a global reference which encompasses these observations
and within which the different data throw light on each other. This vision
of an integrative ethnography has been developed in social and cultural
anthropology, particularly in the study of non-Western societies, but also in
similar studies carried out in Western countries. It also involves the most
culturally oriented part of the interactionist tradition: that is, the study of
microcultures or subcultures, and, more generally, ali references in the
interactionist tradition to the existence of communities of people sharing
the same rules and the same understanding of the world (e.g. deviant
communities). lntegrative ethnography proposes a monographic totaliza-
tion that is distinct from statistical totalization or summation. In general,
the latter does not meet the requirement of openness, and is therefore
excluded from our classification of 'in situ' study methods."

A number of methods have been proposed to achieve this monographic
totalization. First, it can result from the tieldworker's reflections, whereby
slhe achieves an integrated vision of his/her subjective experience. This is
the meaning behind calls for empathy with the people encountered: the
tieldworker tries to immerse him/herself in the field conditions and gain
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12 Observation

access to the point of view of the others, seen as 'nativs' nat is, people
who share a similar cultural perspective, one that differs ra the perspec-
tive of the newly arrived fieldworker. As Clifford notd , professional
anthropologist is supposed to successfully 'infiltrate üe expressional
universe of the other' (1983: 100). By understanding theohr through an
empathetic relationship, the fieldworker would be able urconstruct this
other's point of view, and therefore culture (or the contos if this other's
collective consciousness). The assumption of empath a the process
through which the point of view of the other becomes rnparent to the
fieldworker is vulnerable to criticisms arising from hermmtic interpreta-
tion of texts and actions (Gadamer, 1976; Ricoeur, j):6. The act of .
gaining access to the point of view of the other alwaysmlies an initial
period of questioning, which is itself embedded in a certaii rdition, that of
the interpreter - s/he is always caught in the 'hermenerccircle' of the
initial questioning of the text (or action), and of its raformation, in
return, as a result of this encounter. Although certai xationships or
certain moments can be better qualified as empathetic, inh ense of a type
of harmony between persons, we cannot therefore conclueht the point of
view of the other will be conveyed in total transparencj rthat it can be
expressed in words. Any interpretive act is influenced, conoasly or not, by
the tradition to which the interpreter belongs. Lévi-Straus(974) proposes
a variation on this process by considering the momentn experience is
integrated into a whole not as a moment of access to thepat of view of
the other, but as a moment when the entire set of resulnejerienced and
memorized by the fieldworker crystallize into a single, uiid experience.
That event takes place at the conelusion of the fieldworkrsethnographic
apprenticeship in the society studied. The ethnographer' ied experience
'represents a crucial moment in his/her education, prior ovhich he may
have accumulated dissociated knowledge that might neve negrate into a
holistic experience; only after this moment will this aovledge "take
definitive form" and suddenly acquire a meaning that it rvously lacked'
(Lévi-Strauss, 1974: 409). In other words, what we are deairgwithhere is a
genuine 'internal revolution' (Lévi-Strauss, 1974: 409).

By treating participant observation as a method rathe hn 'a elinical
talent' resulting from an empathetic stance.i' a numberciuthors have
helped to provide a new explanation for the position of b. thnographer,
which becomes one of his/her own methodological toe Just like the
ethnographer in remote societies, the observer has to aceí a separation
from his/her familiar universe, not only in order to be phscíly present in
the new environment, but also in order to achieve persoa .roximity."

The observer has to enter into the group and find 111 ight distance
between him/herself and the group. There is a elose xaionship here
between the observer's presentation af himlherself (to etrthe field and
throughout the study), and the place accorded to the obsevrby the other.
While it is pararnount for a fieldworker to be attentive ti nl expectations
and role projections of the people being observed;' this ; es in order to
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Ethnography 13

achieve an empathetic attitude than because the interrelations themselves
and, finally, the fieldworker and the work done on his/her experience are
the preferential instruments of observation. There is nothing romantic or
intuitive here. This is conscious work on the part of the observer, who has
to control his/her emotional reaction to what is observed and also develop
a finely tuned introspection to fully understand the process of trans-
formation which s/he undergoes by being constantly present in the field.
Hence, understanding a cultural whole is achieved through this recipro-
cating motion of the observer and the phenomena that s/he is observing, or,
as Fox puts it, the process 'by which a participant observer gradually
makes organized sense out of what he sees, hears and becomes a part of it'
(1974: 230). The observer establishes a sort of parallel between what s/he
feels and what the people observed feel, or the phases they pass through.
S/he uses a form of introspection to reveal how slhe develops new attitudes
or borrows new roles and what that 'does for him/her', ln this way, s/he has
fieeting insights into the possible functions and meanings for the people
observed, which s/he then tries to verify in the field, at which point s/he
either recognizes their validity or rejects them.8 The duration of the
observation enables the fieldworker in a sense to immerse himlherself in the
subject being observed, but this is eloser to a process of socialization than a
direct access to the point of view of the other. In order to achieve a
comprehensive understanding of a group, the fieldworker has to work hisl
her way through the dense fabric of the culture observed, in order to arrive
later at an objective understanding and, hence, a monographic totaliza-
tion." This brings us back to a slightly modified form of Lévi-Strauss's
position.

Geertz (1973) also distances himself from the empathetic schema and
reintegrates the concept of culture in a hermeneutic process: activities can
be read like texts, as far as both the actors themselves and the fieldworker
are concerned; the concept of 'culture' is alsoa tool for the actors, who use
it to interpret their reciprocal behaviour. It is the discovery of the her-
meneutic role of the concept of culture for ali individuals in their daily
relationships - based not on a representation of lived experience or on their
point of view, but on a description of their oral or written production -
that allows us to relate a sequence of specific scenes to a culture. ln any
case (empathy, the integrative experience of the ethnographer, the par-
ticipant observation of the sociologist, the hermeneutic approach), access to
the major outlines of the culture being studied, as can be seen in ali
ethnography manuaIs, implies using methods to go beyond a disparate set
of ethnographic observations and discover an integrated culture which is
different from other cultures.l''

Because of its capacity to satisfy the need for concrete facts in the study
and at the same time produce a discourse taking in collective wholes, this
approach has for a long time exerted a great deal of fascination over the
social sciences. However, it does not stand up very well to two criticisms.
First, it is only valid if we are dealing with so-called 'mechanical' solidarity
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14 Observation

between individuaIs (Durkheim), that is, a society or group in which people
are assumed to share the same elements of the collective consciousness.
Diffieulties arise if the coordination between human activities conforms to
other types of logie. In eontemporary worlds, one now has to take into
account the faet that several possible references can coexist despite their
contradictions, sometimes within the same person, and that they can slot
into the normative guidelines for action depending on the constraints of the
actual situation (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991). The very notion of society
becomes problematical when solidarity between people is established along
socio-technical networks in which individuaIs eoordinate their activities step
by step according to functional objectives and without referenee to a single .
common framework (Dodier, 1995a). Moreover, at the methodological
leveI, the moment at whieh data are integrated into a whole occurs at an
unknown, almost mysterious point of the processo Some ethnographers
cultivate this sense of mystery by affírming their laek of interest in any
aecount of methods. But others take a more ambiguous stand: mono-
graphie totalization may coneeal implicit statistical totalization performed,
as it were, behind the scenes. We see this particularly in the rhetoric of
cultural ethnographic studies, which very easily use frequency markers
when describing behaviour (often, sometimes, from time to time, always,
ete.) without making more than a token attempt to justify them. These
problems have been taken very seriously by some historians of ethnography
and by certain ethnographers, to the point of casting doubt on the tradition
of totalization presented more or less as a foregone eonelusion in ethnology
and field sociology.

Narrative integration

An attentive reading of ethnographers' field notes, particularly the famous
example of Malinowski's notebook (1985), has led some authors to hark
baek to the question of the status that should be accorded to the process of
monographic totalization. Hence was revealed the very personal nature of
the act of totalization, perceived in an almost ritual form by anthro-
pologists as an experience associated with solitude. For a long time, this
experience in the field was perceived as a necessary moment of immersion
in a eulture for which the anthropologist could then become the legitimate
representative. An analysis of field notes shows that the switch from this
experience in the field to the ethnographic text is more complieated than
had been thought until then. The role of the actual individual history of the
ethnographer in hislher manner of identifying the culture became more
apparent, as did the influence of the actual work of writing on the
identification of cultural types, based on much vaguer and more varied
encounters than might be imagined from the simpie aecounts given in the
published texts (Clifford, 1985). Once this observation was aeknowledged,
several channels were explored.
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The first consists of elaiming that the writing work itself is an essential
part of ethnography. The ethnographie text is deliberately eonsidered to be
a work of fiction, stylizing people and events as a way of emphasizing their
cultural traits. The ethnographer is seen as an author and due emphasis is
given to the profoundly personal nature of hislher aeeount (Clifford, 1983,
1985). Another ehannel consists of seeing the fieldwork itself not as the
hidden face of-ethnography, perhaps reported in a personal diary, but as
the actual material of the ethnographic texto This text is no Ionger the
'picture' of a culture or a soeiety revealed to the ethnographer at the end
of a learning process by which, finally, s/he is able to see it as a whole, but
the 'account' of events confronting the ethnographer as the inquiry
progresses. The narrative is now seen as integrating these events (Ricoeur,
1983); it preserves their temporal dimension and does not banish the
ethnographer from his/her text - quite the opposite, in fact. This narrative
ethnography can take the form of an approaeh that we might eall hyper-
refíexive, more preoccupied in fact with questioning and reporting on the
operations performed by the ethnographer in his/her attempt, through
concepts such as 'culture' or 'soeiety', to confer some meaning on
activities, than really acknowledging the existence of the other (Moerman,
1975). The encounter between ethnologist and study population is viewed
as a dialogue initiated between individuals who themselves belong to
different collective wholes. The concept of 'culture' is not abandoned, but
the ethnologist does not try so mueh to acknowledge an 'other culture' as
to reveal the dialogue that is established between different cultures during
the fieldwork (Dwyer, 1979).

Finally, the narrative approaeh in ethnography is influenced by psycho-
analysis (Favret-Saada, 1977; Favret-Saada and Contreras, 198111

). The
study is described as a process profoundly linked to the individual history
of the ethnographer. The text may be a history of the events occurring in
the course of the fie1dwork, that is, the field notes (Favret-Saadaand
Contreras, 1981). Alternatively, in an approach that is eloser to the
anthropological tradition, the narrative dimensions of the ethnological
study are fitted into or alternate with analyses giving a representation of the
logic of the relationships (in this case, the framework surrounding
enunciations about sorcery) encountered by the ethnographer (Favret-
Saada, 1977). This form of narrative is interesting because it does not
unfairly remove the ethnographer from his/her text, partieularly if s/he is
elosely involved in the activities described therein. It also avoids limiting
the inquiry to the trajectory of a specific person, without at least suggesting
why this experienee is exemplary and in what way it provides information
about the type of relationship the people studied have with the world.
Hence, this form of text transeends the alternative between a purely
singular 'I', charaeteristic of narrative ethnography, and the absence of the
'I', which is typical of elassic ethnography. The work of reflexivity is not
limited to narratives in the first person. Through the study itse1f, and in a
retrospective vision, the author becomes capable of deseribing, in the series
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16 Observation

of events which s/he is reporting, in what capacity s/he was present or what
place s/he occupied in these events (and, notably, in the case of Jeanne
Favret-Saada, the place of her work in the framework surrounding enunci-
ations). Here, we are dealing, in the field of the social sciences, with.texts
that have the same force as 'evidence'. Often, these texts also suggest what
part of this evidence is representative of a more general condition, by using
ali the possibilities of first-person narration and by identifying the role
played by the author.l '

The ethnographic casebook

There is another way of looking at the aggregation of specific events
collected in an ethnographic study. The context of the events observed is
considered neither as a 'whole' to be discovered (integrative ethnography)
nor as a grounding point for an individual history (narrative ethnography),
but as a disparate collection of resources between which individuais have to
navigate. Unlike the cultural approach, we do not presume here that the
resources mobilized by people in their behaviour can be linked up to a
coherent whole. Unlike narrative ethnography, we leave behind the first-
person account, the aim being to generalize from the study. This approach
could be described as combina tive ethnography. It takes several different
forms in ethnographic work. In point of fact, it is present from the very
beginning of the interactionist tradition. Compared with the anthropolo-
gical tradition, the originality of the first works in the Chicago tradition
was that they did not necessarily integrate the data collected around a
collective whole in terms of a common culture, but in terms of territory, of
geographic space.i ' The problem with which these sociologists were
concerned was based on human ecology: interactions of human groups with
the natural environment and interactions of human groups in a given
geographical milieu. Their key concept, the unit of reference, so to speak,
was the biotic community, with its notion of territory.!" The main point
here was to make an inventory of a space by studying the different
communities and activities of which it is composed, that is, which
encounter and confront each other in that space. Hence, the ethnographic
material aimed to identify certain cases (and notably life histories) as
examples of more general phenomena," but with quite a high degree of
freedom to circulate between different levels of generalization.i" It should
be noted that the ethnographer's participation in daily activities is seen as
much, if not more, as a way of collecting facts as of gaining access to the
meaning of situations for the subjects being studied. In this respect, we are
still some distance away from the movement that was to become
participant observation in the 1950s (cf. Platt, 1983) and the position of
integrative ethnography. 17

ln the theory of action proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as well as
in its methodological implications, the method known as 'constant
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comparison' does not necessari1y concem collective entities, but rather
situations or types of activity, c1assified by the sociologist and studied in
their relationships to each other, with a view to revealing their com-
patibility or the contrasts between them. Individuais can switch from one
line of activity to another and the aim of the sociological study is to
demonstrate the combinations - whether harmonious or conflictual -
between these multiple commitments.

This methodological orientation has also emerged within the framework
of new developments of the sociological theory of action. Here, in the
context of 'sociological pragmatics', it is considered that individuais can be
involved in different 'regimes of action'r that the arrangements that provide
a framework for these situations direct people towards certain forms of
commitment, but that tensions or combinations can emerge between these
regimes of action (Boltanski and Thévenot, 1991; Dodier, 1993, 1995b).
For example, the actual work of a doctor could be studied as the articu-
lation between different 'framings' of his or her patient (Baszanger, 1992;
Dodier, 1994; Silverman, 1987). From this viewpoint, recourse to the
ethnographic study is no longer concemed with the search for references
shared by the actors, as in the integrative approach. It aims to take stock of
the dynamic relationship between the real activities of individuais within
the framework of complex, norroative references, which are related to the
situation and are not unified. Although the arrangements framing the
action are assumed to have a historical origin and a particular distribution
in space, they are not automatically assigned to a culture. This type of
schema, which breaks with the concept of a collective consciousness shared
from the outset, assumes that individuaIs, and their actions, are located at
the intersection of a non-harmonized plurality of references, which are
examined in their existential commitment.

A common characteristic of these three types of ethnographic study (the
Chicago tradition, the forro of interactionism inspired by Anselm Strauss,
sociological pragmatics) is to distinguish between generalization and
totalization. The study method consists of accumulating a series of indi-
vidual cases, of analysing them as a combination between different logics of
action that coexist not only in the field under consideration, but even
within these individuais or during their encounters. Accumulation and
processing of these cases can be likened to an ethnographic casebook, which
is gradually enriched by new examples displaying new forros of activity and
pattems of articulation. The survey aims at producing a combinative
inventory of possible situations. The researcher has not chosen an
integrated field constituting a central point from which slhe will reconstitute
a collective whole. Instead, slhe circulates between several sites, depending
on which dimensions appear relevant in the analysis of each case. Although
s/he sometimes seeks a field that will allow himlher to study a regime of
action or a forro of activity in greater depth, s/he is not surprised if this
field proves to be more disparate than anticipated, a facto r that forces himl
her to take into consideration the way in which it is related to other forms

•

~i
i~l
:~'

~~
1,
!:~;~1
d.J

~
"~~-

'~:
;i~

~~



18 Observation

of action. The material collected often appears as a rather vast corpus of
textual data coming from very disparate sources, in terms of situations and
the media used'".

Combinative ethnography and totalization

Several responses have been proposed, in ethnography, to the question of
the aggregation of observations. Integrative ethnography suggests that it
is possible, thanks to monographic totalizations, to gain access to the
co\lective wholes that govern behaviour. Narrative ethnography has quite'
radically challenged any pretension to totalization on the part of the social
sciences - it integrates itself in a vaster movement of critiques of totaliza-
tion in the social sciences," and focuses on the production of highly
individualized accounts gathered in the course of the study. Finally, various
ethnographic practices have sought to implement forms of generalization,
which, starting from work on series of cases, aim not so much at the
totalization of data as the revelation of a combinative mechanism between
disparate or even contradictory forms of action within a given society.
Methodologically speaking, these last-mentioned works refer back to a
non-cultural concept of the field already present in the Chicago tradition,
but with a greater concern for theoretical clarification concerning the
concept of action and the methods for gathering and processing data. They
avoid both the mysteries of monographic totalization and the excesses of
focusing on the person of the fieldworker evident in some narrative ethno-
graphic works, or the escape back towards hyper-reflexivity.

Nevertheless, it is difficult to avoid these approaches being confronted if
not with the question of totalization, at least with that of the distribution in
space and time of the forms of action encountered. A purely 'combinative'
approach to activities does not really respond to the question of the
empirical grounding of these activities. It gives indications as to the diver-
sity of possible situations within a reference field and allows analysis of the
dynamic relationship between actions as a function of the figures formed by
the encounter of different regimes of action, but it does not respond to the
question: who is concerned by this or that logical framework? Where and
when? At this point, we can see two possible ways of taking the grounding
requirement into account. On the one hand, we can imagine statistical
enumerations which, on the basis of ethnographic studies, can give indi-
cations as to the distribution of the micro-phenomena studied. Contrary to
a 'closed' use of statistics, which does not correspond to the requirement of
openness incumbent on fieldwork, we are dealing here with statistics based
on categories initially generated by ethnographic work with human
actors.i" On the other hand, we can imagine forms of historical narration
which can be used both as a genesis of resources available to contemporary
observers and as a way of acknowledging combinations between disparate
arrangernents, without necessarily falling back into the totalization of
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historical periodization, history's equivalent of the cultural totalizations of
ethnography (Baszanger, 1995; Desrosiêres, 1993). This suggests the possi-
bility of reintegrating ethnographic observations of the present in history,
and hence in the consciousness of historical time.

Appendix: characterization of the ethnographic study

Study of human activities

With empirical approaeh?

No Yes

Openness of observation?

No Yes

•
{"

Grounded in specific context
(cultural, historical, etc.)?

No Yes

I
Formal studies
(conversation analysis,
ethnomethodology,
situated eognition)

Notes

L To treat facts of a certain order as things is not then 10 place thern in a certain category
of reality but 10 assume a certain mental attitude toward thern on lhe principie that when
approaching their study we are absolutely ignorant of their nature, and that their characteristic
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properties, like the unknown causes on which they depend, cannot be discovered by even the
most careful introspection' (Durkheim, 1967: xiii),

2. This last argument is reinforced, on the epistemological levei, by the fact that the
negotiated character of the design and implementation of an experiment has, in al)y case,
generally come to light thanks to work in soeiology of science. Even in the most detailed
experimental plans, negotiations are often eliminated from reports, in spite of the fact that they
actually exist (Collins, 1985; Knorr-Cetina, 1981; Latour and Woolgar, 1979).

3. This is why themes of duplicity, treachery and manipulation are at the heart of such
narratives (Leiris, 1981). An implicit part of the ethnographer's condition is that slhe has to
resolve these tensions as they appear.

4. On the opposition between monograph and statistics, see Desrosiêres (1993).
5. 'There is a general tendency to think of a study based on participant observation as _

largely the product of an esoteric, personal kind of clinical talent on the part of the field
worker, who is considered to be endowed with qualities usually referred to as "sensitivity",
"intuition" and "empathy'" (Fox, 1974: 231).

6. This separation is achieved via an initial work on oneself. 'On several aftemoons and
evenings at Harvard, I found myself considering a trip to Cornerville and then rationalizing
my way out of it. ... then too, I had to admit that I felt more cornfortable among these
familiar surroundings than I did wandering around Cornerville and spending time with people
in whose presence I felt distinctly uncornfortable at first, When I found myself rationalizing in
this way, I rea1ized that I would have to make a break. Only if I lived in Comerville would I
ever be able to understand it and be accepted by it' (Whyte, 1981: 293-4).

7. It is c1early shown in the example in the appendix of Bosk (1979).
8. The way in which Renée Fox describes her understanding (discovery) of the meaning

and function of black humour for sick people nicely illustrates this phenomenon: 'At a non-
hospital gathering one evening, I caught myselfin the act of making a macabre joke, and I can
remember speculating on the source of my unlikely new talent. The next moming, as I moved
to [the ward), for the first time I noticed how much of the ward's conversation was phrased in
the language of the grim joke and how often I responded in kind. Without realizing it, I had
learned to speak to the men of [the ward) in the same way that they talked to each other. Long
before this insight oecurred, my field notes contained many samples of ward humor. But it was
only by virtue of self-observation that I became sufficient1y aware of its prevalence to regard it
as a phenomenon central to my study' (1974: 231; emphasis added).

9. This point appears clear1y in the relationship between the initial field notes, which, in
many ways, already contain 'everything', and the final analysis which carne months later:
'From the very start ... my notes contained almost ali the components of the ward picture I
was ultimately to assemble. However, at the time that I recorded this observation, I was not
yet aware of the patterned interconnections between them. At what point did I begin to see the
ward in a coherent1y structured way? In the sense of month and day, I cannot really answer
that questiono But I do know that the so-called "understanding" of [the ward) which I
eventually attained was not simply the result of coming to know more about the ward in a
cognitive sense. It also involved a proeess of attitude leaming (very much akin to what social
scientists mean when they refer to the process of "socialization")' (Fox, 1974: 217-18).

10. We can, for example, refer to the classical manuais of Griaule (1957), Maget (1962) or
Mauss (\947).

11. See also Certeau (1987) concerning the relationship between history and narrative.
12. Evidence about working-elass lifestyles are remarkable in this respect in their capacity

to combine accounts of individual histories anchored in very specific contexts and preservation
of a general framework of discussion (Linhart, 1978; Navel, 1945; Wei!, 1951).

13. The sociological objective of this tradition was an attempt to understand the new urban
space emerging as a result of industrialization and the double phenomenon of imrnigration that
accompanied it (from the south and rural zones towards the north and the dawning
metropolises, on the one hand, and from the European continent with its multip1e ethnic
components, on the other). Chicago, with its mosaic of ethnic groups and its difTerent soeio-
ethnic neighbourhoods, was emblematic of this phenomenon. The aim was to analyse the ways
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in which this space in which difTerent groups confronted each other and mixed together was
stfUctured and to study their reactions to these totally new living conditions.

14. For example, Thrasher (1927) started from the question of the geographical localizatíon
of juvenile delinquency: some sectors are more afTected than others, how can this be explained?

15. The preferred approach is the study of natural history followed by a study of the
community (understood here in the sense of a biotic community with its notion of territory): a
town, a neighbourhood, an ethnic community located in a given geographical space (the
ghettos). The central.method used is the case study, which is based essentially on a life history
and, to a lesser extent, on non-structured interviews using the actual words of thesubject and
ali sorts of personal documents (personalletters, evidence collected in community notebooks,
etc.). •

16. The important point was to gather intensive data - for example, for The Hobo (1923),
Anderson collected sixty life histories, made a preliminary study of 400 tramps, one use of
which was to establish a list of the apparent physica1 defects of hobos and to identify both
individual and more general traits. Alongside these life histories, the facts were collected via a
study of administra tive statistics, archives, local newspapers and the case files of soeial
workers.

17. The fieldworker's position is difTerent from the empathetic position of the participant-
observer and is eloser to that of the stranger, if we refer to Sombart and especially to Simmel.
In a text written during his 1927 survey and published in 1983, Cressey shows how he
attempted to build up a position as stranger in his ethnographic relationships to study the
environment, the world of taxi dance halls. Referring to Sombart's analysis of 'the cultural
stranger', he distinguishes between two 'stranger positions' which he used in his research. The
'soeiological stranger' is a stranger with a particular status as commonly used by lawyers,
doctors, social workers, public school counsellors, etc. The second, which he used much more
often, is that of the 'anonymous stranger'. This is an ordinary relationship in big cities where
isolated people meet up in transient relationships and with free time on their hands. For the
researcher: 'it provides an opportunity for exploring aspects of human nature not ordinarily
revealed' and has the efTect of a 'catharsis'. This ethnographic relationship allows the
fieldworker to access revelations that Cressey calls 'impersonal confessions'.

18. The work of proeessing these data can benefit from the development of automated
techniques designed to facilitate constant two-way communication between the encoding of the
material and ethnographic concentration on its special features (Chateauraynaud and
Charriau, 1995).

19. On the critique of statistical totalization and its limitations, see Dodier (1996).
20. See for example, the enumerations made in Becker et aI. (1961), and, in a more general

sense, for the relationships between qualitative and quantitative data in theoretical elaboration,
see Glaser and Strauss (1967: Chap. 8).

•
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